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ABSTRACT 

 
Development organizations claim that rural water projects deliver a wide variety of 
benefits - from poverty reduction to women's empowerment.  This research explores 
these claims in the context of a rural water project (RWP) in Nampula, Mozambique.  
From August of 2011 to July of 2012, I spent 11 months conducting ethnographic 
research in five communities where handpumps were installed as part of the RWP.  The 
goal of the research was to describe how the water project unfolds "on the ground" from 
the perspective of men and women in Nampula and illuminate the social and gender 
related impacts of the project that are not captured in standard evaluations.   In Nampula, 
water is closely connected to exchange networks, power dynamics, cultural traditions, 
spiritual practices, and social values.  Gender roles are formed in relation to water and 
negotiated around changes in water access.  Women spend most of their day in contact 
with water in some form, and through water practices women fulfill the societal 
expectations of a good wife and mother.    
 
The meanings and everyday uses of water were not considered in the design of the RWP, 
and the handpump technology and community management model were not well suited 
for the socio-cultural context of Nampula.  The plans for the RWP were based on a 
number of incorrect assumptions about "community," local decision making processes, 
and men's and women's priorities, resulting in a significant gap between what project 
planners expected to happen and what actually happened in the communities.   
 
The impacts of the RWP rippled beyond the narrow range of economic benefits expected 
by the MCC, reconfiguring the meanings associated with water, disrupting social 
exchange networks, and aggravating social divisions.  People who did use the handpump 
also describe the impacts in very different terms than those used by development 
organizations.  This research contributes to theoretical debates about the relationship 
between gender, water, and development, and also offers practical suggestions for 
designing water projects that are more equitable, culturally sensitive, and sustainable. 
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GLOSSARY 
 
All words are in Portuguese unless followed by an "m" indicating the word is Makhuwa.  
 
Apiamuene (m): female head of lineage group, also referred to locally as reinha 
Bajias:   fried bean cakes  
Basia: large open plastic or tin bowl.  
Bebidas:  literally drinks, but typically used to mean alcoholic drinks  
Bidon:  bucket, typically referring to a plastic 20 liter bucket  
Cabanga (m): a homemade beer made from corn meal  
Capallana:  a wrap around skirt worn by women 
Caril:  spices and ingredients for sauces 
Casa de banho:  bathing hut 
Covi:  a type of collared green 
Curandeiros:  traditional healers 
Ehime (m):  well 
Ehipa (m) / enchada (p):  hand hoe 
Estera:  woven grass mat for sitting on 
Feitiço:  curse  
Fejão cute:  a type of bean grown in Nampula 
Feiteizeros: witches  
Ferra: market   
Ganho/ganho system: farm work exchange system 
Ithuna (m) / puxa (p): the practice of elongating the labia  
Kintal: courtyard   
Lobolo:  bride price / bride wealth payments  
Machamba:  farm plot/field  
Majini: bad spirits that can possess people, originally a Swahili word  
Makeah: (m) a spiritual ceremony where millet flour is offered to the spirits and ancestors  
Mandioca: cassava  
Mapira (m): millet  
Massi (m) / agua (p):  water  
Mauli (m):  girl initiate at the female initiation ceremony, also the name of the ceremony  
Muene (m):  head of lineage group (nihimo), also referred to locally as chief or rei 
Nihimo (m): lineage or kinship group 
Ntonka (m):  old yellow oil jugs used for collecting water 
OMM (Organisacao Mozambicana das Mulheres):  national women's organization  
Pensal: strips of cloth used by women when menstruating 
Popança/xitiki:  rotating savings group 
Poço-well 
Queresma: Islamic ceremony that follows 40 days after a death 
Rio:  river 
Ulula (m): shrill rolling sound made by women to indicate joy 
Vinho:  wine, typically made by distilling caju (cashew fruit) or canna de açucar (sugar 
cane)  
Xima: cassava porridge 
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I came to this research in a rather round about way.  After serving as a water and 
sanitation Peace Corps volunteer in Mali and participating in another large water research 
project in Senegal, I knew that I wanted to focus my research on the connections between 
water, gender, and society in Africa.  Later, I ended up in Mozambique where my advisor 
was leading an impact evaluation of a rural water project (RWP). The RWP funded by 
the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) is the subject of this dissertation. 
 
Approximately 600 water points will be installed in northern Mozambique by August of 
2013 as part of the RWP.  The primary objective of the project is to reduce incidence of 
waterborne illness and the time burden of fetching water (MCA-Mozambique, 2009). The 
MCC predicts that 282,000 people will benefit from the RWP project by 2016, and 
360,000 by 20281 (MCA-Mozambique, 2009 p.10)  Time savings, school attendance, 
health, and income are the main variables of interest in the impact evaluation carried out 
by the Virginia Tech/Stanford team.2   
 
In 2010, I spent three months in Mozambique to help set up the impact evaluation. At that 
time, I also had an opportunity to take Portuguese classes and spend ten days living in a 
community targeted to receive a handpump from the MCC.  After testing some survey 
questions in the community and observing daily human/water interactions, I came to the 
conclusion that the quantitative nature of the impact evaluation could not sufficiently 
answer the questions that interested me.  I found I learned the most about the everyday 
meanings of water, gender, and development by observing water practices and asking 
open-ended questions.   
 
I left Mozambique with a curiosity to learn more about how the RWP would impact 
social life and social relationships.  I applied for a Fulbright grant to conduct in-depth 
ethnographic research in Nampula, Mozambique in communities receiving handpumps 
from the MCC.  I wanted the chance to observe what happens at the community level 
during the different phrases of the RWP and how men and women themselves perceive 
the impacts of development in their lives.   
 
In 2011, I returned to Mozambique to help lead the baseline survey for the impact 
evaluation.  At the time, I had no real plan for funding the ethnographic research I 
proposed, and was very surprised and grateful when I received an email in Mozambique 
that I was awarded an IIE Fulbright grant.  The Fulbright grant allowed me to spend a 

                                                
1 These numbers are based on an estimated 470 water users per handpump in 2016, and 600 water users per 
handpump in 2028.  
2 The impact assessment consists of a baseline household survey, which was conducted in June-July of 
2011, and a follow-up survey to be carried out in June-July 2013.  In 2011, 1,680 household surveys were 
completed in 54 communities (27 treatment and 27 control).   
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total of 14 months in Mozambique and gave me the flexibility to pursue my own research 
questions. 
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I met my first research assistant, Elsa, in Maputo, Mozambique in June of 2010.  Before I 
traveled to Nampula for the first time, Elsa and I sat down and discussed the rural water 
situation in Nampula and my research design.  Having grown up in peri-urban Nampula, 
Elsa was very aware of the burden of poor water access and soon after starting my 
planned lecture I felt silly telling her about things she knew first hand.  I described to Elsa 
the plans for the RWP, and asked her, “What kinds of benefits do you think the hand-
pumps will offer women in rural Nampula?”  Elsa thought for a while and then replied 
slowly, like she feared she was going to disappoint me,  “It depends... generally women 
don’t have time to talk to other women… in the fields they go with their husbands 
….when it is time to get water, women talk.”  She followed this poignant observation 
with a story a Professor at Eduardo Mondlane University related to her.  Apparently there 
was a water project built in northern Mozambique that provided water close to women’s 
houses.  As a result, women did not have to walk far for water, but they also were not 
able to meet and talk to each other out of their husband's supervision.  Women destroyed 
the water project.  This story left me shocked.  Two days later in my Portuguese class, I 
struggled to explain to my Mozambican teacher in Portuguese what my research was 
about.  I told him that I was looking at the benefits that women receive after a hand-pump 
is constructed.  Much to my surprise my teacher laughed and said, "Eles gostam de 
buscar agua por que precisam de oportunidade para respirar e conversar entre eles." 
(They like to collect water because they need the opportunity to breathe and talk to each 
other.)  
 
In the development literature, "traditional" water sources are presented as sites of 
suffering, drudgery, and isolation.  One of the main goals of water projects is to eliminate 
the time spent at water sources without any consideration of the value of the site for 
women or what types of social interactions might be occurring there.  These two 
exchanges with Mozambicans, one a young, University educated woman from peri-urban 
Nampula, and the second an older man from Maputo, both revealing similar perspectives, 
shook the foundations of my research.  I began to question the Western-based 
preconceptions I carried with me into the research.   
 
Left to my own imagination for another couple of weeks in Maputo before traveling to 
Nampula, I began to think of water sites as an oasis of freedom, joy, and social life for 
women: a kind of social club where men were not allowed.  I could not wait to turn all 
the long-held assumptions held by water practitioners on their head.  Again, I was ahead 
of myself, and when I did spend time at community water sources I confronted a 
complicated set of social interactions and perceptions that did not fit neatly into either 
paradigm.   
 
This story provides a glimpse into one of the areas of my research, but the ambiguities, 
contradictions, and diversity of perspectives I confronted in relation to the RWP are 
themes throughout. Development practitioners, Western scholars and feminists, 
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Mozambican urbanites, and rural men and women all have different ideas about 
development and the relationship between gender and water.   In this discordant arena of 
competing voices, I focus on the perspectives of the water collectors in Nampula, who are 
primarily women.   

07?&8%,%"/5-&@'+6="+6'*,&
 
My interest in water issues in Africa is motivated by a concern for human rights and 
social equality.   Mozambique is one of the poorest countries in the world and 44% of the 
population lacks access to an improved water source (JMP 2010).   Water is a heavy 
matter in Nampula, where the average household spends three to ten hours a day 
collecting water, depending on the season.  People feel the weight of water on their 
bodies, in their relationships with their family members, and in their daily decisions.   
 
The current rural water planning approach consistently fails to show improvements in 
poverty reduction and, especially in rural Africa, water projects are not sustainable 
(Breslin, 2003; Harvey and Reed, 2004).  I believe that one of the reasons for these 
failures stems from a lack of understanding about how water is collected, used, and 
managed in specific places, and the significance and social meanings of water in the lives 
of community members (van Koppen, 1998; Boelens and Hoogendam, 2002; Wallace, 
2003; Goldin et al., 2008). While it is clear that water scarcity is a time consuming 
activity for women, less is known about how water projects impact gender roles and how 
men and women themselves perceive the impacts of water projects.   
 
Lacking these local understandings, water projects are designed and evaluated from a 
technical standpoint without accounting for the social context and daily realities of water 
collectors.  The design and approach to the RWP are informed by a number of incorrect 
assumptions about community, local values, and men's and women's roles.  I show that 
understanding local social dynamics is as critical to the success of a water project as the 
engineering and hardware (Boelens and Hoogendam, 2002; Coles and Wallace, 2005).   It 
is my hope that this research can be useful in designing water projects that are more 
equitable, sustainable, and culturally acceptable.   

07A&8%,%"/5-&B4%,+6'*,&"*3&@%+-'3'$':C&
 
From August of 2011-June 2012, I spent 11 months conducting ethnographic research in 
five rural communities in Nampula targeted to receive handpumps from the MCC.  In 
these five communities I conducted semi-structured interviews with community members 
and leaders, focus groups with water committees, and participant observation and 
informal interviews at the water sources before and after the handpumps were installed. 
In addition, I conducted 42 interviews with water sector planners and project 
implementers to capture their understandings of the RWP.  This research design gave me 
the unique opportunity to observe the planning, implementation, and impacts of a 
development project from the perspectives of multiple actors.   
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This research is structured around one primary research question and four secondary 
questions.  These questions evolved over the course of my research and reflect my final 
analysis, rather than my original intentions. 
 
Primary research question:  How do men and women describe the impacts of the RWP, 
and how do these understandings compare with the expectations of project implementers?   
 
Secondary research questions: 

1. How is water managed and used in the household, livelihood activities, social 
events, and spiritual rituals? How do these practices change after the introduction 
of the hand-pumps?   

2. What types of (gendered) activities and social interactions occur at the customary 
water source as compared to the hand-pump? 

3. How are water collection, use, and management tied to gender roles and relations, 
and how are gender roles adapted, negotiated, reinforced, or challenged around 
the handpump? 

4. What factors influence the development encounter in Nampula and account for 
the gaps between project plans and what actually happens in the communities?   

 
My goal was to capture men's and women’s perceptions of the changes brought about by 
the handpumps using their words and categories of analysis.  Rather than make normative 
judgments about the impacts, I base my conclusions on the outcomes that are possible 
within the context and valued by men and women.  My focus on the social and gender-
related impacts of the RWP also opens up space to consider other types of impacts that 
are typically not taken into account in project evaluations.  I show that the impacts of the 
RWP are broader than the categories project evaluations allow for, and also tied to gender 
roles, subjectivities, exchange networks, social group dynamics, and cultural traditions.    
 
As the research questions illustrate, there are two major comparisons woven throughout 
the dissertation:  1) the comparison of water practices, gender roles, and social relations 
before and after the handpump intervention; and 2) the comparison between the 
assumptions, expectations, and objectives of the project implementers with the 
perspectives and experiences of men and women in Nampula.     

07D&E+/45+4/%&'(&+-%&36,,%/+"+6'*&
 
My dissertation is structured in a narrative format, so that it presents the different stages 
of the RWP chronologically, and aims to keep the reader interested in what happens next.  
Following this introduction, Chapter 2 reviews the literature that has informed my 
research questions.  Three theoretical arenas influenced my research methodology and 
analysis:  gender and development, feminist political ecology, and post-colonial/critical 
development theory.   
 
In Chapter 3, I outline my research design and methods, and also reflect on my role, 
affiliations, ways of knowing, and motivations.   Chapter 4 presents the research context.  
I devote considerable attention to the social, cultural, political and economic context of 
Nampula, Mozambique, to help situate the perceptions and impacts of the water project 
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in the everyday lives of rural men and women.  This chapter also draws attention to the 
different ways that gender and development are understood and framed in local, national, 
and international discourses. 
 
Chapter 5 describes everyday life in my five research communities before the handpumps 
were constructed.  Drawing from my empirical observations, I describe how water is used 
in social, ritual, and everyday contexts, and the local meanings associated with water.  I 
found that much can be learned about people and their culture through water:  the flow of 
water between people illuminates economic systems, social values, gender roles, power 
dynamics, exchange networks, and a person's status in society. In this chapter, I also 
explore the social interactions that take place at the wells and rivers and women's 
perspectives of these water sites.   
 
In Chapter 6 the planning and implementation stages of the RWP are presented from the 
perspective of different actors.  I begin by describing the actors involved in the RWP, the 
community based approach of the project, and the different stages of the project cycle.  In 
the second half of the chapter, I illustrate the disconnect between the plans and intentions 
of project implementers and the way the water project unfolds in practice.  I seek to 
explain these discrepancies and misunderstandings by looking at the organizational 
cultures (practices, discourses, incentives, and values) of the different actors that structure 
decision making processes and ways of knowing.   
 
In Chapter 7, I focus on the time period after the handpumps are installed. The 
differences in the material space, access rights, and governance structures between the 
handpumps and customary water sites have implications for gender roles, social 
networks, systems of exchange, and notions of community.  In this chapter I show how 
the RWP interacts with the local social context to produce a number of outcomes that 
were not expected by project implementers.    
 
In Chapter 8, I critique the standard ways of assessing and evaluating development 
projects and highlight the divergent ways the MCC and community members view the 
successes and failures of the RWP.  The emphasis for the MCC is on economic 
objectives, while local perceptions of the project impacts are more likely to be tied to 
family well-being, social relations, and work burden.  However, within a community 
there are many different perceptions of the handpump, and the benefits are not shared 
equally among all.  The standard ways of evaluating projects fail to capture the full range 
of costs and benefits, and do not consider important impacts such as: the distribution of 
benefits within a community or the likelihood that the project will be functioning in five 
years.   
 
Chapter 9 concludes this dissertation by reconnecting my stories and observations at the 
community level with larger theoretical debates about the relationships between gender, 
water, and development to illustrate the contributions and significance of my research.  
My research offers new ways for understanding how subjectivities are influenced by the 
material and symbolic spaces of water sources.  Contributing to critical development 
theory, this research provides a rich description of how a development project plays out 
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"on the ground" from the perspective of different actors.  I also offer concrete examples 
of the "development encounter" between project implementers and community members, 
and put forth a fresh perspective for explaining the miscommunication between these two 
groups.  The dissertation concludes with some recommendations for improving rural 
water policy and planning. 
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In my research I draw from literatures that offer theoretical approaches, methodologies, 
and analytical frameworks for understanding the connections between gender, water, and 
development.  These literatures include: gender and development; feminist political 
ecology; and critical/post-colonial development theory.  The following section briefly 
outlines the history of development approaches related to women and the environment, 
with a focus on water.  This historical perspective shows how approaches towards women 
and water in development have changed over the years in response to critiques raised by 
different actors.  Section two discusses some contemporary critiques of the gender 
approach in the water sector that are relevant to my research.  Section three presents 
feminist political ecology as an alternative approach to understanding gender issues 
within the water sector.  The final section discusses concepts and insights from 
critical/post-colonial development theory that have also influenced my research approach. 
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International development in the global South began after WWII with the stated 
intentions of growing economies, improving welfare, and reducing poverty.   In the first 
couple of decades, there was little attention given to women, and how their different 
needs and priorities should be addressed in development.  Ester Boserup's book, 
Women’s Role in Economic Development, published in 1970, directed attention to 
women's roles and interests in development.  She showed that economic development 
programs not only ignored women’s interests, but were actually detrimental to them, with 
men capturing the majority of benefits from modern agricultural programs (Boserup, 
1970).   Examining intra-household dynamics and women’s access to resources, Boserup 
argued that raising economic levels does not benefit everyone equally.  This claim 
inspired future scholars to look at the uneven impacts of development and poverty. 
Evidence collected predominantly by female academics in the United States, in the 
decade following the publication of Boserup's book, showed that development projects 
did not improve the position of "Third World women" and that the economic 
development model was not working as promised.   
 
In response to these concerns, Congress passed the Percy Amendment to the US Foreign 
Assistance Act in 1973 mandating that women must be more integrated into development 
planning.  Soon thereafter the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) created a women in development (WID) group to influence policy and bring 
women into development projects.  Following the USAID model nearly every 
development organization established programs to improve the economic and social 
position of women (Peet and Hartwick, 2009).  Around the same time, feminists in the 
North successfully pushed the UN to declare a decade for women.  The decade was 
inaugurated by first UN conference on ‘Women and Development,’ held in Mexico City 
in 1975. 
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The first approach for addressing women's needs in development is referred to as the 
"welfare approach."  This approach portrayed women as vulnerable and passive 
beneficiaries of development (Moser, 1989).  In contrast to the welfare approach, the 
WID model intended to incorporate women as active participants in the development 
process.   Starting with the premise that economic development had excluded or harmed 
women in the past, WID proponents argued that women needed to be brought into 
development through access to employment and the marketplace (Moser, 1989; Peet and 
Hartwick, 2009).  At that time, WID programs emphasized the inequalities between men 
and women in both the private and public spheres and women’s need for economic 
independence.  Equal access to education and employment, along with micro-credit and 
income generation programs were pushed by development agencies to “provide women 
with skills training and resources so they could realize their productive potential and 
become active contributors to and beneficiaries of the modernization efforts of their 
nations” (Sharma, 2008 p.5).   
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Beginning in the 1980's, women’s special relationship with the environment in the South 
was highlighted within the development context.  Women were at the forefront of 
environmental debates about human destruction of the environment and resource scarcity 
based on their responsibilities for collecting fuel-wood, fodder, and water.   Development 
organizations portrayed women as the primary users and managers of the environment at 
the local level and the major victims of the environmental crisis (Braidotti et al., 1994).  
For their part, the media represented environmental issues by using images of poor 
"Third World women" suffering under loads of fuel-wood or water, walking miles 
through barren landscapes, struggling to stay alive (Leach, 2007).  The thread of 
development research and policy connecting women and the environment was referred to 
as "Women, Environment, and Development" (WED). 
 
In the later half of the 1980’s, the tides changed and the image of women as the saviors of 
the environment became more prominent and useful for development organizations and 
NGOs (Braidotti et al., 1994).  Women's strength, resourcefulness, and knowledge in 
environmental care was emphasized in this new line of WED discourse and policy 
(Braidotti et al., 1994).  Ecofeminist activism and theory strongly influenced the view 
that women have a natural interest in environmental protection, a close connection to 
nature, and special environmental knowledge (Leach, 2007). The special relationship 
proposed between women and the environment suited NGO preoccupations by allowing 
them to construct women as the natural caretakers of the environment. These linkages 
were uncritically adopted and acted on by NGOs (Jackson, 1993; Leach, 2007).  
 
The shifting imagery associated with these ideas echoed a new focus on women’s 
productive activities in the economies of the South that aligned well with the rising 
neoliberal approach to development.  The neoliberal approach inspired a shift from equity 
to efficiency in the development process (Moser 1989).  Proponents of the efficiency 
approach argued that integrating women into development led to more effective and 
efficient development.  The "efficiency logic" for involving women in development 
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reached its peak in the 1980’s, but continues to be a primary way of understanding 
women’s role in the development process (Chant and Sweetman, 2012).    
 
In the 1980's, scholars also became interested in research describing women’s 
environmental roles and their relationship to nature.   Irene Dankelman and Joan 
Davidson's seminal book, Women and Environment in the Third World (1988), presents 
case studies that show how women's activities depend on the environment, and how 
women actively manage the environment.   Other research showed that women’s work 
(focusing on their reproductive and subsistence activities) was directly tied to natural 
resources such as fuel-wood, water, and forests (Braidotti et al., 1994).  Coinciding with 
the end of the Women’s Decade, the Nairobi Forum in 1985, held a workshop called 
"Women and the Environmental Crisis."  Presentations from around the world 
documented women’s roles as environmental users and managers (Braidotti et al., 1994). 
 
The overlap between the UN Decade for Women (1975-1985) and the International 
Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade (1981-1990) drew attention to women in 
the water sector.3  Before this time women did not feature in water policy or delivery 
systems, and male engineers, largely following blueprints drawn from water provision in 
the wealthier countries of the North, ran projects with no particular attention to women’s 
needs or interests (Coles and Wallace, 2005 p.3).  Beginning with the UN Decade for 
Women, there was an increased awareness of the difficult responsibility women had 
providing water for their families, and the heavy burden that water scarcity posed for 
women (Dankelman and Davidson, 1988; UNDESA, 2005).   
 
Early water programs adopted the “welfare approach,” which guided the larger Women 
in Development (WID) framework at that time (Moser, 1989).  Under this approach, 
development organizations and NGOs viewed women and children as the primary 
recipients and beneficiaries of improved water supplies.   Water programs addressed the 
needs of poor women in their roles as wives and mothers, and depicted women as passive 
recipients of benefits. There was a general neglect of the differences among women and 
the possibility that women could have divergent interests. 
 
In the early 1990's, a number of important shifts took place in development that impacted 
the way the women and environment relationship was portrayed and addressed.  The new 
development paradigm of the 1990's emphasized community participation, sustainability, 
and the importance of gender, rather than a focus on women.  The participatory approach 
was born out of critiques of the macro-economic development paradigm.4  Human 
geographers, economists, anthropologists, and social scientists showed that the top down 
character of development projects didn’t meet local needs, and that existing inequalities 
                                                
3 The UN Habitat Conference (1976), the UN Water Conference at Mar del Plata (1977), and the UN 
Conference on Women (1975) all reinforced the message that there should be a focus on women in the 
water sector.    
4 Three seminal reports (UNICEF’s report ‘Adjustment With a Human Face’ 1987, WCED’s report "Our 
Common Future" 1987, and the Food 2000 report for the Brundtland Commission) came out in the late 
1980’s, stressing a more people sensitive approach to development. Robert Chambers' book, Rural 
development:  Putting the Last First, published in 1983 also proved to be highly influential in development 
circles. 
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between different groups (especially men and women) were not addressed by 
development programs. A series of techniques, approaches, and programs were pioneered 
at the time emphasizing actor-oriented participatory approaches and particular local 
solutions to poverty (Chambers, 1997). 
 
There was a similar transformation in the WID approach.  A book by Gita Sen and Caren 
Grown (1987) called Development Crises and Alternative Visions drew attention to the 
inadequacies of the WID model and revealed women’s worsening socio-economic 
position during the Decade for Women.  The conclusion drawn by Sen and Grown, that 
development as it is narrowly conceived in terms of capitalist modernization was itself 
the problem, was echoed by other feminists, who saw development as exacerbating 
inequalities between nations, genders, classes, and races (Sharma 2008).  Kabeer (1994) 
argued that measuring development according to GNP blinds policy makers to 
distributional issues, women’s work, and the real priorities of the poor.  Ironically, these 
critiques echo those raised in the 1970's, which gave rise to the WID approach, and 
remain relevant in relation to many contemporary development projects. 
 
From a different perspective, gender scholars argued that WID was too narrowly focused 
on women and ignored the importance of the power relations between men and women.  
Under WID, the sexual division of labor was taken for granted without theorizing how 
women came to be oppressed by men (Peet and Hartwick, 2009).  The depiction of 
women as monolithic depiction in WID was also seen as problematic.  In the WID model 
women were understood within their reproductive roles as mothers and wives, and there 
was little attention to other identities women might have.  Some feminists in the South 
also felt that their concerns, such as gender-based violence, the exclusion of women from 
control over vital resources, and the feminization of poverty were sidelined by Western 
feminists and development agencies (Peet and Hartwick, 2009).   
 
These critiques promoted a shift away from WID to gender and development GAD. 
The GAD approach was intended to remedy many of the underlying problems with the 
WID model by recognizing power relations, multiple gendered identities, and women’s 
contributions to production and their unpaid domestic labor (Kabeer, 1994; Sharma, 
2008).  While WID focused exclusively on women in their "natural" reproductive roles, 
GAD conceptualized women’s roles as socially constructed and determined by social, 
economic, political, and cultural specificities.  Scholars operating under the GAD 
framework showed that the roles that women play are different all over the world, and 
what it means to be a woman is not biologically determined.  The GAD approach is based 
on the understanding that focusing on women in isolation does not address the problem of 
women’s inequality and that attention to the relations between men and women is 
necessary.  This perspective also became a way of looking at the structures and processes 
giving rise to women’s disadvantaged position (Peet and Hartwick, 2009).  
 
In 1995, the fourth World Conference on Women took place in Beijing.  The "Platform 
for Action," which emerged from this conference, focused on the human rights of women 
and led to the mainstreaming of gender in the major development organizations (Peet and 
Hartwick, 2009).  The gender mainstreaming strategy aimed to centrally situate women’s 
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concerns and experiences in development interventions and ensure that any planned 
action (policy, research, advocacy, legislation, or development programs) for both men 
and women was monitored and evaluated.  A variety of gender analysis frameworks were 
also developed for use by development practitioners (Moser 1993; Molyneux 1985; 
Kabeer 1994; Levy 1998).  "Institutional ‘packages’ were developed ‘to mainstream 
gender’ which included the adoption of frameworks, training, disaggregated data 
collection, the recruitment of gender specialist advisers and sometimes the establishment 
of gender units" (Coles and Wallace, 2005 p.7). 
 
In the early 1990’s empowerment" was introduced to the wider development agenda by 
feminist scholars and activists through international conferences such as the UN-
sponsored conferences in Cairo (1994) and Beijing (1995).  Ironically, this fiercely 
political concept, initially tied to struggle, collective movement, and a frustration with the 
dominant development approach, was appropriated by mainstream development 
organizations. Empowerment became a favored strategy for promoting gender equality 
and just development (Narayan, 2002; Sharma, 2008).  Many NGO’s and large 
development institutions have since mainstreamed empowerment approaches into their 
development frameworks  
 
At this same time, sustainability, participation, gender, and empowerment also became 
important concepts in the water sector.  This shifted the focus from the technical 
requirement to the human dimensions of water supply. Sandy Cairncross (1992) 
published an influential paper reviewing the practical lessons learned in sanitation and 
water supply during the UN decade for Water and Sanitation.  The report emphasized the 
importance of "software" components - hygiene education, technical training, community 
participation, and women’s involvement - and called for a "demand-led," rather than 
"supply-led" approach to water provision.  Under the demand-led model, communities 
were supposed to indicate their demand for water services through their participation in 
the project and monetary contributions. 
 
Women's participation in planning and managing water supply projects was a key 
element of the new approach.  Principle no. 3 from the Dublin Statement on Water and 
Sustainable Development (1992) called for women’s specific needs to be recognized and 
for women to be empowered to participate at all levels in water resource programs, in 
ways defined by themselves.  Women's participation was promoted as a more efficient 
and economical approach to water supply projects by a variety of different organizations 
(UNDESA, 2005).   Case studies from around the world demonstrated the positive 
impacts of women’s involvement in water projects (IDWSSD, 1990; Narayan, 1995; 
Narayan-Parker, 1998; Gross et al., 2001; Cap-Net, 2006).   Many development agencies 
operate on the premise that water services are more “technically appropriate, 
conveniently situated, and well used and maintained when both women and men have 
been consulted” (UNDESA, 2005 p.4).  
 
The shift from WID to GAD in development approaches led to a similar shift in 
terminology in the water sector.  Scholars showed that gender norms are significant in 
determining water access, collection, use, and management, as well as potential outcomes 
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of water projects (Zwarteveen, 1994; Jordans and Zwarteveen, 1997; Wallace, 2003; 
Cap-Net, 2006; UN-HABITAT, 2006).  The fact that women generally have weak rights 
to water and control over water resources, and at the same time carry a disproportionate 
share of responsibilities for water collection became well accepted (Rocheleau et al., 
1996; UN-HABITAT, 2006).  Conferences throughout the 2000's furthered the mandate 
to promote gender-sensitive water and sanitation programs and include women at all 
levels of decision-making.  In Bonn in 2001 at the International Conference on 
Freshwater, a gendered approach involving both men and women was emphasized in a 
concluding policy statement.5   
 
In recent years, a gender and empowerment approach has been adopted in the water 
sector (Cap-Net, 2006).  There are two common pathways assumed to lead to women’s 
empowerment.  Empowerment in the water sector is seen to result from participation in 
water projects and from water project outcomes, particularly those related to time 
savings.   Empowerment, as an outcome of time savings, is based on the claim that 
women are burdened by their task of collecting water, and that after the water system is 
installed women will have free time that they will devote to productive activities.  A 
further presumption is that the income from these activities will increase women’s 
decision making in the household, and ultimately empower them.  Empowerment is also 
believed to result from women's involvement in the planning and management of the 
water project. 
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While the discourse in the water sector has shifted to include participation, demand 
responsive planning, local ownership, empowerment, and gender, the practice of water 
supply planning continues to be guided by an engineering and technical logic.  The 
gender approach tends to mirror the engineering approach: rather than looking at the 
power relations and disparities between men and women, the gender approach is 
simplistic, standardized, and technical (Joshi and Fawcett, 2001; Wallace, 2003; Goldin 
et al., 2008). Gender disparities become a technical problem that can be solved with the 
right tools, and little attention is devoted to understating gender and inequality in specific 
contexts (Cleaver, 1998; Wallace, 2003).    
 
Complex social realities related to the gender division of labor, women’s subordination, 
processes of exclusion, and unequal access to resources and decision making are 
therefore, beyond the range of vision adopted by water service providers (Cleaver, 1998; 
Wallace, 2003; Joshi, 2005).  Existing inequalities in communities are not challenged and 
little attention is paid to the asymmetries between women’s rights and responsibilities in 
the water sector (Coles and Wallace, 2005). As Coles and Wallace (2005) write, 
“contextualized gender concepts of inequality and the importance of transformation to 

                                                
5 Besides the International Conference on Freshwater World in Bonn in 2001, the Summit on Sustainable 
Development in Johannesburg 2002 and the 2nd World Water Forum at The Hague 2000 also pointed to the 
importance of considering gender in the water sector. 
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ensure that women achieve positive and lasting changes in status are largely absent” 
(p.8).  Furthermore, “women’s subordination and the consequent barriers to their active 
involvement in influencing water programs are barely addressed”(Coles and Wallace, 
2005 p.8). 
 
Although gender mainstreaming is common, gender is typically superficially or weakly 
integrated into water projects (Wallace, 2003).  In practice, gender quickly becomes 
apolitical and simply another bureaucratic hoop to jump through, rather than a 
commitment to social change (Wallace, 2003).  Reviews of so-called gender-sensitive 
water programs often reveal simple routines and checklists for including women, without 
meaningful effort to further the goals of equality and effectiveness (IDWSSD, 1990 
pp.14). A review of Water Aids’ gender approach found that, while gender and women 
are erratically sprinkled through policy reports, there are few organizational policies that 
specifically focus on gender and equity (House, 2003).  Green and Baden (1995) show 
that the category of women is simply added on to, rather than integrated into, UNCED 
and the World Bank Water Resource Management policy documents (p.94).  Similarly, in 
Nepal, Regmi (2005) reveals the lack of commitment to address gender issues on the part 
of a local NGO working in the water sector, despite the fact that gender mainstreaming is 
the strategy they endorse.  
 
Careful attention to gender relations and the social context is often bypassed in the water 
sector by equating gender to women (Cleaver, 1998; Wallace, 2003).  Women are 
targeted in the water sector based on the premise that they form a singular and cohesive 
group.  Water policy documents emphasize the need to include women on water 
committees, take into account women’s concerns, solicit women’s opinions in decision-
making, and involve women in management and trainings.  These recommendations are 
based on the assumption that all women have the same opinions and concerns, and that 
any individual woman represents the interests of all women.   The variations in women's 
lived experiences, and the complex intersection of race, religion, class, ethnicity, and age 
on women's identities are not taken into account.  With this sleight of hand, a gendered 
approach simply means that a requisite number of women attend planning meetings and 
have access to the water system.  As I will show, the gender approach adopted by the 
RWP in Nampula shares many of these problematic aspects. 
 
In the water sector women and men are often represented and addressed within 
stereotypical gender roles.  Women are conceptualized within static and timeless 
reproductive roles (Leach 2007) and targeted as domestic water users, while men are seen 
as having little interest in water unless it is for irrigation (UNDESA, 2005 p.96).  Simple 
dichotomies such as these naturalize and compartmentalize men’s and women’s roles and 
responsibilities and present them as universal.  Margreet Zwarteveen’s (1997) research 
highlights the problematic nature of such assumptions.  She finds that women tend to use 
water for domestic purposes, not because of their preferences for these activities, but 
because women have weak rights and access to water for productive purposes 
(Zwarteveen, 1997).  Due to preconceptions about women's interest and use of water for 
nondomestic purposes, women are often marginalized and excluded from irrigation 
management and implementation (Zwarteveen, 1994; van Koppen, 1998; Udas and 
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Zwarteveen, 2010).  In sum, the understanding of gender as a relational concept that is 
flexible and socially constructed has yet to be integrated into water policy and programs 
(Leach 2007).  The roles that men and women play are largely unquestioned and there is 
little concern about correcting the underlying gender disparities through water supply 
programs and projects. 
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Community participation, and especially women's participation, has been promoted in the 
water sector as a path towards empowerment and more successful projects.  However, the 
transformative approach of participation (Friedmann, 1992) is largely diluted when 
projects simplify participation into quantifiable indicators.  For example, in the water 
sector, when people contribute money or labor to a water project, receive trainings, attend 
community meetings, or serve on a water committee these means that participation has 
been achieved.   Participation generally means involvement in an externally conceived 
project where decisions are made within a narrow window of options deemed acceptable 
by external agents (Kabeer, 1994).  I found that the RWP in Nampula took a similar 
approach and people did not have real choices about the type of technology or 
management structure that best suited their needs, despite the fact that community 
participation and decision making were points of emphasis in the planning documents.  
 
Women are typically the targets for participation, based on their roles as the domestic 
water collectors and managers.  Women’s participation in the water sector is often 
measured by their attendance at meetings and inclusion in water committees.  Yet, if 
women sit silently in the back of the room and are not involved in decision-making 
processes, should their mere presence count as participation?  Several studies have 
demonstrated that when women are involved in water management they generally occupy 
voluntary positions at the lowest levels (van Wijk-Sijbesma, 1998).  Typical 
responsibilities for women include:  dispensing water, collecting water fees, hygiene 
education, cleaning water taps, and protecting taps from misuse and vandalism (Regmi 
and Fawcett, 1999).  These time consuming responsibilities typically are not paid, and as 
Deepa Joshi and Ben Fawcett (2001) point out, “these roles are of little consequential 
value in determining gender equality and equity” (p.2). Men, on the other hand, are 
typically given the paid positions in technical maintenance, construction, latrine building 
and pump operators (Joshi, 2005; UNDESA, 2005).  Some scholars have questioned 
whether women's participation leads to empowerment or simply increases women's 
workload without compensation (Green and Baden, 1995; van Wijk-Sijbesma, 1998  
p.78; Regmi and Fawcett, 1999; Joshi, 2005). 
    
Women face considerable constraints in participation, including limited mobility, 
resistance from their husbands, caste or class differences, and lack of literacy (Green and 
Baden, 1995; Meinzen-Dick and Zwarteveen, 1998; van Wijk-Sijbesma, 1998). The 
typical water supply approach does not seek to mitigate the constraints different groups 
face in participating.  A review of water projects in South Asia shows that the balance 
between costs and benefits of formal participation is often negative for women because 
complying with the rules and practices of the organization involves considerable time 
costs and social risks, whereas women have other ways of obtaining services and 
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influencing decisions (Meinzen-Dick and Zwarteveen, 1998).  More attention is needed 
to examine the dynamics of group decision making and informal user organizations 
(Meinzen-Dick and Zwarteveen, 1998; Cleaver, 2001).   Along with scholars such 
Jackson (1998), Meinzen-Dick and Zwarteveen (1998), and Singh (2006), I adopt a 
broader vision of participation, which looks at the ways that women do participate and 
make themselves heard in less visible ways.   Such an approach acknowledges women's 
agency and the incentives different groups have to participate or not.  
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Empowerment and other practical benefits for women are often noted as outcomes of 
water projects.  These benefits are largely taken to be automatic; it is assumed that 
women’s empowerment will simply flow from the pipes as water access improves.  
A review of the literature reveals that the empowerment benefits claimed from water 
projects are attributed either to time savings or participation.  The assumption of 
empowerment as an outcome of time savings is based on the belief that after the water 
system is installed women will have free time, and that they will use this time to enter 
productive activities.  The income from these activities is claimed to increase women’s 
decision making in the household and ultimately empower them. This series of 
assumptions is questionable (Kabeer, 1999; Joshi and Fawcett, 2001; Malhotra et al., 
2002; Wallace, 2003; Goldin et al., 2008).   
 
First, women do not necessarily save time collecting water when water access improves.  
The water project may stimulate a latent demand for water and women may make more 
frequent trips to the water source.   Even if the water tap is less distant, there may be 
longer lines for water when the water system is not well designed to accommodate water 
users' needs (Green and Baden, 1995).   In a revealing case study, Regmi and Fawcett 
(1999) found that women in Nepal spent a longer time collecting water after the 
tubewells were installed.  The tapstands were constructed in a public space along the 
roadside, where women could not bathe freely or wash clothes used during menstruation 
without being seen by males.  After using the tapstands for household water needs, 
women also travelled to traditional water sources to gain the privacy they needed for their 
other activities.  Unsurprisingly, women were not consulted in designing or locating the 
tapstands (Regmi and Fawcett, 1999). As discussed in the previous section, there is also 
the possibility that women’s participation in time consuming project activities will negate 
any time saved from improved water access. 
 
Second, women don't necessarily use the time freed from collecting water to enter 
"productive" activities.  Several time use studies show that women spend this time 
relaxing and undertaking domestic responsibilities (Cairncross and Cuff, 1987; Carr and 
Sandhu, 1988; Cleaver, 1998; Wallace, 2003).  In a review of the impacts of water 
projects in Ethiopia, Ghana, India and Tanzania, WaterAid found that time saved was 
often spent praying in the Muslim communities and in other communities, people spent 
more time socializing and participating in community events (Gutierrez and Blagbrough, 
2001 p.20).  In Ghana, Arku (2010) found that while women did spend more time on 
economic activities (defined as farming and petty trading), after the completion of the 
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Volta Rural Water Supply Project (VRWSP) they also spent almost an extra hour 
relaxing and in religious, educational, and social activities.   
 
Economic and cultural norms are also significant in shaping how women spend their free 
time (Ilahi and Grimard, 2000).  Time freed up from improved water access cannot be 
devoted to income generating activities unless these opportunities are available and 
prioritized by women.  Women may also be reluctant to earn income because they don't 
have full control over it.  The water system design matters as well.  For example, in 
Senegal, Van Houweling et al. (2012) found that small piped systems freed up women's 
time and enabled women to initiate new activities and expand existing livelihood 
activities such as small commerce, raising livestock, and gardening.  This positive finding 
can be attributed to the way the water systems in Senegal were designed to facilitate a 
wide range of activities (rather than simply provide water for basic needs). Water projects 
designed to serve the whole range of productive and domestic needs in a community have 
been found to be more gender equitable than systems, such as handpumps, designed to 
deliver water only for basic needs (van Koppen et al., 2009; Van Houweling et al., 2012).   
 
Another important factor that does not receive a lot of attention is how women feel about 
the task of water collection.  Following the empowerment logic, the water collection task 
is believed to be oppressive, arduous, and disliked by women.  It is hard to confirm or 
deny this claim, because it clearly depends on the specific context, and few studies have 
looked at how women experience the work of water collection.  In one study that begins 
to take this step, Arku (2010) explored how time savings related to gender perceptions of 
well being in Ghana.  He found that despite significant time savings with the Volta Rural 
Water Supply Project women were less satisfied with their water supply because they had 
to pay to get water from the improved water system.  Women stated they would rather 
spend time collecting water than pay for water.  In Sierra Leone, the use of improved 
wells took twice the time of water collection than more distant traditional sources, due to 
long queues.  However, women preferred to wait in queues, suggesting that this use of 
time was more enjoyable than that spent hauling water from long distances (Green and 
Baden, 1995). 
 
These studies suggest that we need to move beyond time use studies and devote greater 
attention to men's and women's subjectivities and the ways they understand and relate to 
work (Jackson and Palmer-Jones, 1999).  How do women assess the tradeoffs between 
different types of work?  Work is not just effort, it is also reward and associated with 
different perceptions of value:  work can be perceived as burdensome, boring, dirty, 
health giving, risky, repetitive, relaxing, social, etc.  My research contributes to this 
neglected research area by focusing on women's perceptions and experiences of the time 
they spend collecting water, and how this work is understood in relation to other 
activities. 
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Women's empowerment began as a fiercely political strategy for challenging established 
gender and power relations before it was transformed into an apolitical concept and 
mainstreamed into the neoliberal development agenda in the mid-1990's (Kabeer, 1994; 
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Batliwala, 2007; Sharma, 2008).  When women's empowerment is "found" in the water 
sector it is identified by the shift of women's activities from reproductive to productive 
domains.  This definition neglects men's gender roles and also leaves little space for 
considering local ideas of empowerment. 
 
A couple of studies show that men resist the newfound freedom women have when the 
burden of water collection is lifted.  Some case studies from Asia suggest that men want 
to preserve the traditional role of water collection for women because it keeps them busy 
and "out of trouble" (van Wijk-Sijbesma, 1998 p.59).  In other cases, men welcomed the 
water project because it allowed their wives to spend more time at home where the men 
could supervise their behavior (van Wijk-Sijbesma, 1998 p.59).  Women in Sri Lanka 
who led the development of the Wanaraniya water project faced harassment and 
resistance from a small, but vocal group of men (Aladuwaka and Momsen, 2010).    
 
Two recent studies that look at how men's work changes after domestic water projects 
present similarly mixed messages.  In Ghana, women were able to enter more economic 
activities after the completion of a large water supply project, but men also spent less 
time helping their wives with domestic chores (Arku, 2010).  While women expressed 
their dissatisfaction with this new arrangement, men were relieved to be free of their 
domestic duties (Arku, 2010).  In Kenya, Crow (2012) found that women save time with 
improved water access, which they use for sleeping, but men's work also increases.  Men 
spend more time socializing, doing project work, and selling milk and "they did not like 
their increased involvement in what they perceived as women's tasks" (Crow et al., 2012 
p.10).  From these two studies it is difficult to draw universal conclusions about how 
water projects affect the gender division of labor.  My research contributes to this topic 
by describing how men's roles and the division of labor are impacted by the RWP.   
 
A related stream of research shows that water projects can reinforce, rather than correct, 
existing social inequalities; which results in the poorest, often women, being excluded 
from access to water (Wallace, 2003; UNDESA, 2005).    For example, in southeastern 
Turkey, Leila Harris (2008) found that while some people benefited from a large-scale 
drinking water and irrigation development project, women, the landless poor, and those 
who were heavily involved in animal husbandry all experienced losses from the project.  
Only one-third of poor women had positive associations with the water project, compared 
to three-quarters of the population overall (Harris, 2008 p.2647).  This is not the only 
study to challenge the straight-forward benefits of water projects for women (Jordans and 
Zwarteveen, 1997; Joshi and Fawcett, 2001; Moriarty and Butterworth, 2003; Coles and 
Wallace, 2005; Brouwer and Nhassengo, 2006; Faures and Santini, 2008; Goldin et al., 
2008). 
 
It is not only women who can lose out from water projects; other studies show that 
vulnerabilities related to nomadic livelihoods (Harris, 2008), landlessness (Zwarteveen, 
1994; van Koppen, 1998), and poverty (Harris, 2008) can also be exacerbated by water 
projects.  The majority of research conducted on this topic indicates that positions of 
advantage and disadvantage are reinforced, and not challenged, by water projects 
(Wallace, 2003; Coles and Wallace, 2005; UNDESA, 2005; Okali, 2006; UNDP, 2006).  
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My research contributes to this area of inquiry by looking at how geography, wealth, and 
political affiliation shape the benefits streams from the RWP in Nampula.   
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Monitoring and evaluation is an increasingly important part of water supply programs 
and projects.    The way that project impacts are measured and reported defines the 
project beneficiaries, dictates whether an investment is worthwhile, and informs future 
planning and design of water supply projects.  In general, water project evaluations focus 
narrowly on infrastructure and easily quantifiable outcomes. Cost-benefit analyses, which 
are used to guide investment and evaluate projects, are largely based on incomes earned 
by water users, reductions in time spent collecting water, and costs for operation and 
maintenance of the water system. These highly technical indicators fail to capture local 
ways of understanding “impacts” and the meanings of these changes in people’s lives.  
The evaluative frameworks offer no space for considering the “human voice,” and the 
social dimensions of water access (Goldin et al., 2008; Kulindwa, 2008).  My research 
critiques the ERR (economic rate of return) model used by the MCC to justify and 
evaluate the RWP, and provides an alternative conception of the costs and benefits of the 
project.   
 
As Coles and Wallace (2005) write, “Most formal evaluations [of water projects] are 
superficial, counting heads and tap stands; few set out to analyze the impact of water 
projects on social relations and, consequently, who does or does not have access to water, 
how it is used and who benefits" (p.4).   Water planners typically have little interest in the 
allocation of benefits within communities and households and assume these entities to be 
cohesive, altruistic, and cooperative.  The costs and benefits of water projects are 
depicted as being uniform across populations, and there is little consideration of the 
distribution of the benefits between different social groups or the constraints to realizing 
the benefits (Moriarty and Butterworth, 2003; Coles and Wallace, 2005).  
 
Scholars are beginning to understand the necessity of considering multiple dimensions of 
costs and benefits, and evaluating projects using locally meaningful outcomes (Kabeer, 
1999; Malhotra et al., 2002; Wallace, 2003; Goldin et al., 2008; Sultana, 2009).  In a 
participatory review of the long-term impacts of water projects supported by WaterAid, 
the authors found that many important benefits are left out of standard quantitative 
assessments (Gutierrez and Blagbrough, 2001).  For example, women mentioned the 
reduced anxiety they felt when water was located near their house, lower risks of sexual 
assault, and the pride and esteem that comes from being able to serve visitors potable 
water in clean cups or attend school in clean clothes (Gutierrez and Blagbrough, 2001). 
 
In line with this approach, I start my analysis with the language used by water users, and 
use evaluative categories that reflect the ways water access is connected to people’s lives 
(Jordans and Zwarteveen, 1997; Jackson, 1998; Boelens and Zwarteveen, 2002; Faisal 
and Kabir, 2005; Goldin et al., 2008).   My goal is to understand the local meanings of 
impacts and situate my conclusions in the complex reality of everyday life.  I believe this 
approach is important not only because it offers a more complete and realistic assessment 
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of the impacts of a water project, but it can also reveal important issues that affect the 
acceptance, use, and effectiveness of the water supply. 
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Feminist political ecology provides a more nuanced exploration of the relationship 
between water, gender, and development than the development frameworks offer.  
Analytical frames developed in feminist political ecology can help address some of the 
critiques raised in the previous section and are also useful for assessing the impacts water 
projects have on different social groups.  Feminist political ecology emerged from its 
foundation in political ecology as a distinct research field in geography in the 1990’s.  
Drawing on the methodologies, thematic research areas, and frames of analysis used by 
political ecologists, feminist political ecology investigates the gendered nature of 
environmental problems at different scales.  While there are several different axes of 
power that could be examined (i.e., class, race, ethnicity), feminist political ecology 
focuses on gender and its role in shaping resource access, control, and decision-making 
(Rocheleau et al., 1996).  
 
Feminist political ecology challenges the claims often put forth by developers (and eco-
feminists) that women have a natural interest in - and special connection to - nature 
(Jackson, 1993; Leach, 2007).  Research in feminist political ecology is based on an 
awareness that “there are real, not imagined, gender differences in experiences of, 
responsibilities for, and interests in 'nature' and environments, but that these differences 
are not rooted in biology per se” (Rocheleau et al., 1996 p.3).  For example, exploring 
fuel wood issues in the Himalayas, Agarwal (1992) argues that women’s relationship to 
the environment is based on their livelihoods, class positions, and the gender division of 
labor.   
 
Feminist political ecologists explore the environment-society relationship at different 
space and time scales and often before and after a development intervention (Schroeder, 
1993; Carney, 1996; Rocheleau and Edmunds, 1997).  The analysis often begins, as mine 
does, with ethnographic research, documenting everyday environmental practices, 
indigenous knowledge systems, and access, use, and control of natural resources by 
grassroots actors. Some political ecologists apply a rigorous scientific analysis to 
investigate changing environmental conditions, while others focus more on the political 
economy of natural resource change (Nygren and Rikoon, 2008; Walters et al., 2008).  
All along this methodological spectrum, political ecology draws attention to the 
multiplicity of social and economic factors that shape resource use in order to deconstruct 
dominant environmental narratives.  Research conducted by feminist political ecologists 
typically focuses on marginalized and disenfranchised communities in developing 
countries whose livelihoods are threatened by environmental changes.   From the 
beginning, political ecology has been a normative and applied field of research (Paulson 
and Gezon, 2005).   
 
Ethnographic research is the cornerstone of political ecology, although discourse 
analysis, archival and historical research, and sociological analyses of complex 
institutions are increasingly used by political ecology scholars (Paulson and Gezon, 
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2005).  A feminist political ecology analysis considers the social, cultural, economic, and 
political realities that influence the ways that men and women relate to the environment, 
and presents a much-needed change from development interventions that commonly 
ignore the context.  Following this approach, I devote considerable attention to situating 
my understandings of the RWP within the social, cultural, political, and economic 
context of Nampula and looking at how rights and responsibilities related to water vary 
by community. 
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Water hasn't received the attention that land and forestry issues have in feminist political 
ecology, but it is an emerging field.  Feminist political ecology is useful for 
understanding the role of gender in shaping water access, use, and decision-making 
(Rocheleau et al., 1996; Bryant and Bailey, 1997; Robbins, 2004; Nightingale, 2006).  
Recent research applying the methodologies and propositions developed in feminist 
political ecology demonstrates how gender intersects with other social and cultural 
variables to determine the use and control of water resources.  This perspective presents 
an alternative to the simplified women-water relationships used in development.  Age, 
caste, class, ethnicity, geography, religion, social norms, and livelihood patterns have all 
been found to influence water rights and responsibilities.  For example, Singh's (2006) 
ethnographic research in 14 villages in the states of Bihar and Madhya, India, revealed 
that there are important differences among women based on caste, age, generation, and 
religion that determine their roles in the water sector.  Lower caste women did not benefit 
from the water project because their access was restricted due to notions of purity and 
pollution and the location of the hand-pumps within upper caste areas (Singh, 2006 
p.104).  High caste women and Muslim women generally did not collect water, and in 
these cases, lower caste women or men  “shoulder the burden of fetching water from 
great distances and uncertain water sources” (Singh, 2006 p.100).   
 
Broadening the traditional variables in question some scholars have also looked at how 
HIV (Hutchings and Buijs, 2005), norms of purdah (Faisal and Kabir, 2005), livelihoods 
(Coles, 2005; Harris, 2008), land tenure (Harris, 2008), myth and religion (Joshi and 
Fawcett, 2005; Strang, 2005), and menstruation (Mahon and Fernandes, 2010) also affect 
who collects, uses, and manages water and the meanings and values associated with 
water in a given society.  This research has been important in breaking down the assumed 
natural relationship between women and water and highlighting the differences among 
groups of men and women.  Applying this analytical strategy, I look at how gender 
intersects with age, marital status, geography, and health to determine who collects water 
in Nampula. Women’s rights and access to water do not exist in a vacuum: they reflect 
and are shaped by complex social norms and structures that place people in positions of 
advantage or disadvantage. 
 
Some recent research in feminist political ecology has taken the gender-environment 
relationship a step further by showing how gender and the environment are mutually 
constituted.  Gender roles and relations do not only shape resource use and access, but 
they are also subject to change through daily struggles, development interventions, and 
historically based social, economic, and environmental changes (Wangari et al., 1996; 
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Jackson and Palmer-Jones, 1999; Boelens and Zwarteveen, 2002; Nightingale, 2006; 
Sharma, 2008).  This perspective rejects dualistic constructs of gender and environment,  
and emphasizes the complexity and interconnectedness of ecological, economic, and 
cultural dimensions of environmental change (Rocheleau et al., 1996 p.289). 
 
The relationship between gender and the environment has been explored from this 
perspective in the areas of forestry and land use.  In the community forests of Nepal, 
Nightingale (2006) found that the environment is a place where gender and other 
subjectivities, such as caste, are performed, contested, and (re)produced.  Nightingale 
(2006) argues that there is a “need to examine not only how gender roles change, but also 
how gender as a socially constructed concept is (re)inscribed by struggles over resources” 
(p.170).  Viewing gender as a process, as Nightingale does, makes it possible to explore 
how subjectivities change over time and space and through development projects and 
environmental interactions.   
 
Farahana Sultana’s (2009) research stands out in the water sector as one of the few 
studies to investigate how gendered subjectivities change through water supply projects. 
In rural Bangladesh, Sultana looks at how gendered identities and roles are shaped, in 
part, by the ways women relate to water sources.  Sultana (2009) shows how gender 
relations and masculine and feminine ideologies are influenced not only by social axes of 
differentiation, but also by the diversity of water resources, whereby differences, and 
change in water availability, scarcity, or pollution can come to influence the ways that 
people negotiate their lives and sense of self.   
 
In a less theoretical work, based on research in India, O’Reilly (2006) illustrates how 
gender roles and identities are refashioned through community engagement activities 
associated with a large water project.  The NGO administering the water project in 
Rajasthan depicts women in traditional roles and approaches them as ignorant and 
powerless, characteristics that are targeted for change to meet the outcomes expected   
of the modern water project.  Towards the goal of "making women modern" to fill the 
needs of the development project, women are organized into groups, given new 
responsibilities, provided with hygiene trainings, and taught to accept the institutionalized 
water payments. As O’Reilly (2006) discovers, “a particular type of woman is needed to 
utilize, conserve and appreciate improved water most effectively" (p.969).  Far from 
passively accepting these changes, O’Reilly records the agency of the women in refusing 
to implement some practices and the demands put on them by the NGO.  The struggle 
over different definitions of modernity and tradition by these actors led to new meanings 
about water and women in Rajasthan.  Following a similar approach, I look at how the 
process and outcomes of the rural water project in Nampula affect gender roles and 
ideologies, and how understandings of modernity and tradition are interpreted and 
negotiated though project activities.    
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Feminist political ecology offers an analytically complex and context-based approach for 
understanding the impacts of water projects for different social groups.  Rather than 
looking at the simple outcome variables used in development reports (such as time 
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savings or health), feminist political ecology explores how women’s access, control, and 
use of environmental resources is contested and reconfigured in the process of 
environmental change or development projects (Schroeder (1993), Carney (1996), 
Nightingale (2007), and Bassett (2002).   Inquiries from political ecologists draw 
attention to the hidden costs and differential power relations that produce social and 
environmental outcomes (Robbins, 2004).  Simple assumptions adopted by development 
workers about the unity and shared interests among women, households, and 
communities are disputed by feminist political ecology scholars.   
 
Feminist political ecology is generally critical of development, and often reveals how 
development projects ignore women’s interests and knowledge and undermine their 
livelihoods (Schroeder, 1993; Carney, 1996; Rocheleau and Edmunds, 1997).  A basic 
assumption guiding political ecology is that the benefits and costs of environmental 
change and incorporation into the capitalist system are not shared equally, and that these 
processes alter power relations between actors and existing social structures (Bryant and 
Bailey, 1997; Robbins, 2004).   
 
In feminist political ecology, is taken for granted that development projects will have 
gender-specific impacts and alter social relations.  For example, in the Gambia, 
Schroeder (1993) found that the resource stabilization practices, so readily supported by 
development agencies, are not neutral:  they shift resource access and control, and alter 
social relations, economic incentives, and intra-household dynamics.  Overall, these shifts 
were detrimental for women, and led to competition and conflicts between male and 
female crop production systems over low-lying land and groundwater resources 
(Schroeder, 1993).  Other studies have also shown how external environmental 
management schemes often erode women's access to environmental resources and 
reconfigure the system of rights and responsibilities considered legitimate by resource 
users (Meinzen-Dick and Zwarteveen, 1998; Ostrom et al., 1999; Cleaver, 2002; 
Akpabio, 2011). 
 
Judith Carney's (1996) research, also in the Gambia, is a pioneering example of feminist 
political ecology research. Carney explores the gendered effects of the agrarian shift 
towards irrigated rice development and describes the gender-based resource struggles 
accompanying irrigation schemes. The detailed attention to social and household 
relations in her research is complemented by historical research of the environmental and 
economic changes in the Gambia.  Movement between scales of analysis, always a 
central principle of political ecology, is key to Carney’s understanding of the complex 
and historically changing relations that shape rural land-use decisions in the Gambia. 
Like other feminist political ecology scholars (Schroeder, 1993; Shiva, 2002; Laurie, 
2005; Page, 2005; O'Reilly, 2006), Carney highlights women’s agency, protests, and 
resistance to water projects that do not serve their interests, a topic that my research also 
contributes to.  Apart from Carney’s research and a few studies focused on big dam and 
irrigation projects, there has been little work connecting the nuanced local understandings 
of gender roles and water resource change to power dynamics and politics at higher levels 
of analysis, as political ecology dictates.  
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Development has been criticized from a wide variety of perspectives.  An important 
strand of research within the critical development literature highlights the links between 
knowledge, power, and discourse that are important in my dissertation (Ferguson, 1994; 
Escobar, 1995; Grillo and Stirrat, 1997).  Escobar (1992) describes development as a 
powerful and hegemonic discourse consisting of a limited set of concepts, terms and 
categories embedded in programs and strategies that determine what can be said, thought, 
and imagined.  Scholars in this area adhere to a Foucauldian (1969) version of discourse 
that includes not only language, but also practices, dialog, and thoughts.   
 
The development discourse operates according to the modernization logic whereby 
people and societies move up a linear and evolutionary path of progress, traditional and 
simple societies (and people) become modern and complex through a process called 
development.  A small number of categories (capital, income, capacity, technology) are 
used to explain how progress takes place (Crewe and Harrison, 1998).  For Escobar 
(1995),  "development is a top-down, ethnocentric, and technocratic approach, which 
treats peoples and cultures as abstract concepts, statistical figures to be moved up and 
down in the charts of "progress" (p. 44).   In the development discourse the problems of a 
country are constructed as technical and apolitical challenges that can be solved through a 
standard set of projects and strategies implemented by development agencies, while other 
explanations for poverty are dismissed because they cannot be addressed within the 
mandate of the development agency (Ferguson, 1994).  It is taken for granted that the 
destination of development is a society based on Western values, culture, and economic 
and political systems.  
 
"Truth" in the development discourse is solidified in the multitude of texts (project 
reports, meeting notes, policy, and planning documents) produced by development 
organizations, which determine the appropriate ways of speaking of and practicing 
development.   This notion of "truth" is based on a singular and reductive version of 
modernity that leaves no space for alternative ways of defining or addressing poverty 
(Escobar, 1992).  Discourse analysis is commonly used by the deconstructors of 
development to scrutinize and problematize terms and concepts such, as underdeveloped, 
beneficiary, traditional, or project cycle that are used as a matter of common sense by 
development experts to order, analyze, and intervene in developing countries (Ferguson, 
1994).  My research contributes to this literature by critically analyzing the discursive 
terms used in relation to the RWP and showing how these terms affect developers' 
perceptions of poverty, community, and men and women in Nampula.   
 
Some critical development scholars combine ethnographic research with discourse 
analysis to offer an explanation for development failures (Ferguson, 1994; Grillo and 
Stirrat, 1997; Crewe and Harrison, 1998).  A common finding from this research is that 
development projects are planned and implemented in a way that misunderstands or 
ignores the local context.  One of the seminal works in this literature is James Ferguson's 
(1994) critique of a largely unsuccessful World Bank project in Lesotho.  Ferguson 
shows how the failure of a series of development projects in the country was based on the 



 24 

developers' fundamental misunderstanding of the political and economic realities in the 
country.  Focusing on a large World Bank farming and livestock project, Ferguson 
explains how the myth of Lesotho as a traditional, isolated, and subsistence-based 
economy allowed developers to justify the type of development intervention they could 
implement without dealing with the political and economic structures that caused poverty 
and inequality in the first place (i.e., low wages, political subjugation by South Africa, 
foreign control of the mining industry, and labor migration).   
 
Ferguson's (1994) goal is not to assess whether development is good or bad, or even how 
closely the system of ideas held by developers approximates truth, but to look at the 
effects that the ideas bring about.  He finds that while the rural development project fails 
to bring about the intended effects, it nevertheless expands bureaucratic state power, 
depoliticizes poverty, and restructures rural social relations.  My research closely follows 
Ferguson's methodological and analytical approach. Like Ferguson, I am more interested 
in understanding where the system of ideas used to create the RWP came from and the 
outcomes of these ideas, than pointing a finger at any person or organization.    
 
Another relevant study in this area of research is Hodgson's (2001) historical book, Once 
intrepid warriors:  Gender, ethnicity, and the cultural politics of Maasai development.  
Hodgson (2001) argues that it was the British "ways of seeing the Maasai" rather than the 
anything essential about the Maasai that shaped their development interventions (p.6).   
Hodgson links the rising dominance of men in economic and community affairs to 
specific development projects associated with the ways that the British understood the 
role of women and gender relations among the Maasai. By categorizing household heads, 
cattle owners, political leaders, and income earners as male, the British development 
strategy ignored women's traditional rights, knowledges, and spheres of authority and 
power - thus, reshaping the Maasai culture to fit their own preconceptions (ibid.). 
 
Many of these same criticisms have been taken up by African gender and feminist post 
colonial scholars.  My research was heavily influenced by Chandra Mohanty (1988) and 
her challenge to Western scholars and development practitioners to critically examine the 
effects of the conceptual frames they use to understand gender and other African 
institutions.  From the Western feminist/development perspective Third World women 
are seen as powerless, illiterate, and traditional, in contrast to Western feminists who are 
none of these things (Marchand and Parpart, 1995).  The discussion about how African 
women are "seen" by developers is not purely theoretical: these conceptions have real 
effects (Mueller, 1987; Mohanty, 1988).  Notions of the "average Third World woman" 
become enshrined in development projects and alter gender relations, generally to the 
detriment of African women (Mohanty, 1988).  The assumptions and conceptions guiding 
development programs also have the effect of reconfiguring culture, livelihoods and 
gender roles to more closely align with the developers' narrow views of reality and 
progress (Ferguson, 1994; Hodgson, 2001).   
 
Similar perspectives are advanced in books by Amadiume (1987) and Oyewumi (2005), 
writing respectively about the Igbo and Yoruba in Nigeria.  These authors show how 
Western ways of seeing African women as oppressed and dependent on men led to 
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development interventions that undermined women’s traditional sources of power and 
authority.  Oyewumi takes this a step further, claiming that gender among the Yuroba 
was created through sustained contact with the West.  Historically examining politics, 
religion, employment patterns, education, and legal systems in the region, Oyewumi 
shows how gender roles were created through colonial policies, practices, and ideologies 
that impacted males and females in different ways.   
 
What I take from this literature is that development projects are implemented and 
designed according to particular "ways of seeing" based on Western assumptions, values 
and priorities, rather than the needs and interests of local people.  In Nampula, I look at 
how gender roles and relations are shaped by local interactions and meanings, and also 
created through a power-infused process whereby particular ways of seeing women and 
male privilege are inscribed in policies and development interventions.  Using critical 
discourse analysis I expose the power relations inherent in these development 
perspectives, and break down the narrow view of progress that is taken for granted by 
development organizations.   
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Each of the three literatures discussed in this chapter offers a unique way of 
understanding the connections between gender, the environment, and development.  I 
draw creatively from the methodologies and analytical frames developed in these 
literatures to frame my findings, and my contributions often exist at the intersections of 
these fields.  In the gender and development field, this research contributes an 
understanding of what "participation," "empowerment," and "development" mean from 
the perspective of men and women in Nampula and calls into questions many of the 
assumptions made by feminists and development planners in the West.  
 
My research approach closely follows the analytical path taken by James Ferguson and 
other critical development scholars who combine ethnographic fieldwork with discourse 
analysis.  This research provide an understanding of the impacts of a water project from 
the point of view of water users, and my fieldwork observations reveal the gaps between 
project plans and "on the ground" implementation.  In contrast to the dominant evaluative 
frameworks, I situate my findings in the social, cultural, economic, and political realities 
of rural Mozambique, and also explore issues of power. Discourse analysis allows me to 
question the goals and processes of development as expressed by project implementers 
and ask what possibilities are neglected in this view of development.  I view discourses as 
not merely ideologies, but as actual practices with real material effects.  This research 
also contributes specific descriptive examples of the "development encounter" between 
project implementers and community groups.  In my opinion, these symbolic and 
physical encounters are a rich site of analysis that do not receive enough attention from 
critical development scholars.  
 
Within feminist political ecology I offer a case study focused on water- an area of the 
environment that has received little attention in the field.  I also extend the typical scope 
of analysis in feminist political ecology, by looking at how gendered ideologies and 
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notions of tradition and modernity are interpreted and negotiated through exchanges with 
project implementers and within material spaces.   
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Before leaving Mozambique at the end of my research, I presented some of my 
preliminary research findings at an Anthropology seminar at the University of Eduardo 
Mondlane in Maputo.  Based on previous meetings with the seminar organizers, I 
expected to sit around a table and share my research with other professors and advanced 
students.  Instead, I walked into a lecture hall with more than a hundred undergraduates.  
I was overcome with anxiety:  I was unprepared for this presentation format and it was 
my first time speaking Portuguese at a public event.  I managed to calm myself and 
deliver my Power Point presentation (without my notes, due to the location of the power 
cords to the podium). I discussed the social value of water points for women in Nampula 
and offered some preliminary ideas about why handpumps were not widely used in my 
research communities.  I am sure I mispronounced a few words, but I know the basic 
ideas were communicated because I had practiced it for days with Mozambican friends.   
 
Things took a turn towards the worse during the question period, which featured six 
questions from the students before I got a chance to respond.  It was difficult for me to 
follow their often convoluted questions, and before I had time to write down a few words 
to help jog my memory, much less think of an adequate response, another student open 
fired.  After a few basic questions, the student responses became vicious and accusatory.  
The "questions" began to coalesce around a single line of critique:  how could I, a white 
woman from America, presume to interpret the experiences of rural Mozambican 
women?  A couple of male students, who showed up half way into my presentation and 
played on their cell phones, led the onslaught, explaining to me condescendingly that 
gender in Mozambique is much different than it is in America, and that there is nothing 
about water collection that women could like.  The last comment from one of these boys 
was:  "I don't know why you came here to tell us about your ideas if you don't even 
understand them.  You are just confusing us and shouldn't try to tell us about 
Mozambique.  And secondly, I don't know if your Portuguese is Brazilian, American 
or….Chinese (draws laughs from the gang of boys next to him) but you shouldn't speak 
at a University if you speak Portuguese so poorly."   
 
I was naively unprepared for these critiques, and became very angry and emotional.  I 
managed to pull myself together and fight back tears to apologize for my Portuguese and 
explain that my results were preliminary and that I was glad to get feedback.  As soon as 
the class was over, I ran to the bathroom and cried.  The moderator, who had failed to 
defend me from the onslaught, came over to comfort me and said,  "It is tough to present 
here, but I know your research will be well received outside of Mozambique." 
 
It took me a while to get over the humiliation I felt during this event and regain any sort 
of confidence.  I realize now that although the critiques could have been delivered in a 
more respectful way, the event raised some very important questions about my role, 
claims to knowledge, audience, and the inherent power dynamics in my research.   
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I have struggled with these questions in different contexts over the last five years, but 
before the seminar I had never been confronted with them in such a direct and personal 
way.  I am sensitive to the many critiques that can be made about a young, educated, 
middle class, American dropping into Mozambique - and then, a year later, writing as an 
"expert" on the local culture with all the prestige that goes along with this (Amadiume, 
1987; Mohanty, 1988).  I am self-conscious and reflective of the privilege and power I 
had to conduct this research.  Throughout the process I have tried to engage in a self-
critical awareness of how my race, gender, class, and nationality affect the process of my 
research, my relationships with my research subjects, and my interpretations of events 
(Arnfred et al., 2004; Lewis, 2005; Oyewumi, 2005).  However, I will not begin my 
dissertation by denying my ability to contribute to knowledge because of the fact that I 
am a white, middle class, American. In fact, in my objective of capturing the diverse 
perspectives and impacts of the RWP among community members and project 
implementers, I believe that my particular position opened up more doors for me than it 
closed.   
 
During my time in Mozambique I played many roles:  student researcher, "daughter" or 
"sister" in my host families, unpaid consultant, development worker, Fulbright recipient, 
and employer.  My ability to fit in these diverse categories put me in a unique position to 
act as a liaison between groups and compare their different perspectives.   The fluidity 
and simultaneity of these multiple positionings is the basis of my knowledge (and action), 
and the source of what I wanted to know about (and change) (Moss, 1995). 
 
I have, many times, imagined defending my claims to knowledge in front of the cocky 
teenage boys at the University seminar - asking them how often they collect water from a 
well and how much time they have spent in Nampula.  My reality is far removed from the 
life of rural Mozambican women, but I do have some experiences and connections that 
position me well to understand rural life in Nampula and women's perspectives.   Before I 
started my year of research in Mozambique, I had spent almost three years living in rural 
African countries and working on water related issues.  I was a Peace Corps volunteer for 
more than two years in a rural village in Mali; I was involved in a large water research 
project in Senegal, and also conducted three months of preliminary research in Nampula, 
the summer before I started my dissertation research.   From these experiences I began to 
learn how to make people comfortable with my presence, how to conduct interviews, and 
how to negotiate and interpret complex social situations.   
 
In terms of capturing the perspectives of project implementers, my role on the MCC 
impact evaluation team was key to opening up access to a wide range of informants.  The 
summer before I started my dissertation research, I helped select our local research 
partner, which gave me an opportunity to meet and network with the main water related 
NGOs, consultant groups, and bilateral and multinational organizations involved in the 
rural water sector in Mozambique.  During the impact evaluation and my work in the 
communities I continued to cross paths with many of these actors, whom I was later able 
to contact for formal interviews. 



 34 

 
I am aware that throughout my research people responded to me in particular ways based 
on my perceived proximity to power, wealth, and opportunity.  These perceptions were 
clear in the remarks of Mozambican professors who commented on how lucky I was to 
have research support and an opportunity to publish my work, the pickpocketers who 
targeted me on a daily basis in the city, and the community leaders who asked me to build 
them schools, health clinics, and handpumps.  My attempts to hide the politics and power 
dynamics of my research, claiming to be nothing but a poor student trying to live like the 
locals were not always well accepted or understood.  A string of suspicious questions 
typically followed the explanations I gave about my research approach:  Why do you 
want to live in the communities?  What will you do with the data?  Who are you working 
for?   
 
The way my informants viewed my role largely determined what type of information 
they would divulge or hide from me.  Most people were not sure what I was doing, but 
they identified me with the handpump project.  From the perspective of men and women 
in my research communities, I was seen as a way to influence the water project, a symbol 
of development, a curiosity and source of status, and by some, as a friend.  When I asked 
my interview subjects what signs of progress they saw in the community, more than a 
few pointed to the fact that they were sitting and talking amicably with me, rather than 
running from my white skin.  These memories invoked by older men and women were a 
constant reminder of my connections and disconnections to the colonial project.  
Overtime, the people I spent the most time with in the communities became comfortable 
with me and began to confide in me and invite me to household and community events.   
 
The power dynamics shifted when I walked into the fortified, clean, air conditioned 
offices of the project implementers in Nampula and Maputo, and hoped nobody could tell 
that my shoes and skirt were purchased on the road for a couple dollars the day before.  
In this context the interviews were conducted in Portuguese, I went without my research 
assistant, and I sat in the lobby waiting to be summoned to the interview.  Initially, I was 
received with skepticism, bordering on annoyance by most project implementers, who 
saw me as an outsider monitoring their performance.  However, over time they became 
comfortable with my questions and presence, and some even consulted with me about 
different issues surrounding the RWP. I think I earned the respect of many of the project 
implementers for spending so much time in the communities (although this decision was 
seen as a bit crazy) and for doing more listening than advising.  While I certainly was in a 
different position of power in these encounters with project implementers, I know that I 
wouldn't have even been granted access to these offices if I were not an American 
connected to the RWP. 
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My opportunities to move between groups and inhabit multiple positions led me to 
question who I was ultimately accountable to.  What did it mean when the professor 
organizing the seminar I described at the beginning of the chapter said, "it is tough to 
present here, but I know your research will be well received outside of Mozambique?"  If 
my research doesn't have an audience in Mozambique, then what is its value?  I am sure 
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that some academics and development workers in Mozambique will dismiss my research 
due to my position as an "outsider," my focus on women, or the qualitative nature of my 
findings.  I know that the critical and political questions my dissertation raises will scare 
away many government and development workers.   
 
There are considerable tensions between the aims of rural men and women in Nampula, 
development actors, and academics, without even considering the diversity of values and 
objectives within each of these groups.  I was motivated to complete this research by a 
desire to improve the everyday lives of rural men and women struggling with a very 
difficult water situation; therefore, I listen carefully to what they say and give more 
weight to their perceptions and preferences than I do to the development or academic 
discourses.   
 
I describe my research and methodology as feminist because one of my primary goals is 
to highlight what is hidden about women’s lives, experiences, and contributions, and to 
validate women’s ways of knowing (Code, 1991).  I deliberately chose a topic that was 
meaningful to the daily lives of women and traditionally considered insignificant to 
mainstream social science and development studies (Reinharz, 1992).  In the discordant 
chaos of voices in the development arena, the women suffering from poor water access 
rarely have a platform from which to speak.  Considering water practices from the point 
of view of the women, I aim to correct a “major bias of non-feminist participant 
observation that trivializes females’ activities and thoughts, or interprets them from the 
standpoint of the men in the society or of the male researcher” (Reinharz, 1992 p.52).  
Although gender and women are now mainstream research topics in development, 
women are rarely consulted as knowledgeable actors.  I seek to situate women’s needs, 
knowledges, skills and livelihood activities centrally in the dialogues about 
environmental management and changes brought about by development. 
 
While I hope that my research can inform policy and lead to more equitable and effective 
water interventions, at a practical level I am writing to my committee (and the larger 
academic community).  Unfortunately, the language and organization of my dissertation 
does not make it accessible to the men and women in rural Nampula.  To do justice to the 
water collectors, I have tried to represent their lives as fully and diversely as possible, 
letting their words and experiences lead the narrative.  I have presented my research to 
different groups working in the water sector with the aim of informing policy makers, 
who have the opportunity to better design water supply systems to serve the needs of 
rural men and women in Nampula. I do worry, however, that in my desire to make my 
research relevant to policy makers, the important social context will be reduced to the 
technocratic development language that carries currency. 
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The story I tell about the RWP is incomplete, contested, and power laden (Clifford and 
Marcus, 1986).   Following Clifford and Marcus (1986), I describe my dissertation as a 
story, or a series of interwoven stories told from different perspectives, to highlight the 
fact there is no consistent, transcendent perspective that wholly reflects reality.  Each 
chapter consists of a series of pieced-together texts that creates a reality of my own 
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invention.  The diverse perceptions and contested interpretations of different aspects of 
rural life are a constant theme throughout this dissertation.  A reader looking for a 
uniform, simple conclusion about the impacts of the RWP will be left disappointed. 
 
I understand that all knowledge is situated, partial, and linked to the contexts in which it 
is created (Haraway, 1991), but I do not want to lose track of the real material 
experiences and inequalities of everyday lives.  I chose to focus on women in Nampula, 
because they suffer the most from poor water conditions, and their voices are also the 
most marginalized in the development process.  As Haraway (1991) argues, it is possible 
to have a feminist objectivity that is about limited location and situated knowledge, and 
“not about transcendence and splitting of the subject and object” (p.190). Adopting this 
understanding of objectivity means to “make one’s position vis a vis research known 
rather than invisible, and to limit one’s conclusions rather than making grand claims 
about their universal applicability” (Mattingly and Falconer-Al-Hindi, 1995).  Grounding 
theory in women’s everyday embodied experiences offers an alternative approach for 
knowing more fully and in a more trustworthy way.  
 
I acknowledge that in my goal of presenting my research contextually, and representing 
the divergent perspectives of different actors, I have not captured "the full picture":  some 
voices, topics, and spaces receive more attention, and some are excluded all together.  
Ethnography is best described as a filter rather than a mirror (Emerson et al., 1995 p.67).  
Each day I spent in my research communities I made decisions about which event I 
would attend, who I would interview, and what I wrote in my notebook at the end of the 
day. These daily decisions were magnified a thousand times in this dissertation as I 
moved from writing field notes, to translation, interpretation, coding, and analysis.  The  
organized and contained dissertation conceals the messiness and contested nature of the 
text.  Although I tried to write about some of the struggle I faced translating and 
interpreting what I saw, much of my self-doubt and uncertainty is concealed behind 
confident prose.   
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Post colonial and African gender theorists have raised many important critiques about the 
way Western researchers represent "Third World women" (Amadiume, 1987; Mohanty, 
1988; Arnfred et al., 2004; Lazreg, 2005; Oyewumi, 2005).  Beginning with colonialism, 
a series of images of "Third World women" have circulated to justify specific types of 
development.  Whether women are portrayed as exotic sex objects, oppressed victims, or 
the most ignorant and backwards members of society, they are uni-dimensional from the 
Western perspective (Chowdhry, 1999).  These arguments fall within the "crisis of 
representation" (Marcus and Fisher, 1999 p.34) that caused many disciplines to 
fundamentally reconsider how to collect data and interpret social reality in the 1980's.  In 
the field of anthropology, the "crisis of representation" has been especially important, 
forcing ethnographic researchers to speak to the ethical and political nature of their work.   
 
The notion of the "average Third World woman" comes from Chandra Mohanty’s (1998) 
influential critique of Western feminists representations of Third world women.  She 
argues that "under Western eyes," "Third World women" are grouped together according 
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to paternalistic and derogatory stereotypes that do not take into account women’s 
historical or cultural realities.  The oppression of "Third World women" is seen to be 
uniform, and all women are presumed to have the same problems and preferences, 
regardless of their age, culture, religion, class, or ethnicity.  Mohanty describes how 
"Third World women" are depicted as domesticated, uneducated, helpless, oppressed, and 
traditional in contrast to liberal Western feminists who are none of these things 
(Mohanty, 1988).  Mohanty's article draws attention to the power dynamics in the 
representations of "Third World women" as the "Other" and contends that these 
analytical frames have real political effects. 
 
These prevailing ways of seeing "Third World women" are highly influential in the water 
and development fields.  Development workers approach women full of assumptions 
about women's work, needs, preferences, and values. Water projects continue to be 
designed under the premise that "Third World women" are poor, illiterate, and powerless.  
Women are not described as active agents capable of changing their own lives and are 
instead seen to be patiently waiting for the development saviors who know what is best 
for them. There is also the implicit assumption that through development women will 
leave behind their traditional ways, and become more modern/Western. 
 
In response to these critiques, I look for ways of representing and researching 
Mozambican women that can combat the common reductionist, stereotypical and 
damaging depictions of "Third World women" in relation to development and the 
environment.  Towards this goal, I aim to describe women as individuals, and draw 
attention to the complexity of their social context, and the multiple dimensions of their 
lives.  I focus on the everyday experiences of women, to counter the exotic stereotypes 
often used to describe their lives (Lazreg, 2005; Lewis, 2005).  To avoid getting lost in 
the postmodern "crisis of representation" I base my writing in the voices and everyday 
experiences of men and women in rural Nampula and connect my findings to previous 
scholarship in the field.   
 
The "Third World women" depictions are also damaging for men who are portrayed as 
women's oppressors.  Kisiang'ani's (2004) research shows how Western women and men 
are presented as the actual friends of African women who are perceived to suffer under 
the brutality of African men (p.22).  To counter these demeaning and discriminating 
stereotypes, my dissertation also provides a holistic picture of men's lives alongside 
women's and describes the complexities of male and female relationships.   
 
I am careful about the conceptual frames I use to understand gender and other  
institutions in Nampula.  Western categories and hierarchies for understanding women 
are based on the rigid male/female binary (Amadiume, 1987; Kisiang'ani, 2004).  As 
Oyewumi (2005) asserts, “These (male/female) distinctions when applied to Africa are 
nothing but an imposition of an alien model that distorts reality and leads to false 
simplification of social roles and relationships” (p.76).  Kisiang’ani (2004) adds that the 
rigid bianarism in the study of gender in Africa is not only oppressive, but also untenable.   
I consider the intersection of gender with other identities such as class, age, and religion, 
and purposefully look at the flexibility and historical nature of gender roles in Nampla.  I 
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understand that the category of "woman" is constituted through historical events, social 
relations, institutions, and development projects. 
 
I also focus on spaces where women exercise power, such as the initiation rituals and 
customary water sources.   I view power as dispersed and pervasive (Foucault, 1998) 
rather than as a binary where men have it all and women have none (Mohanty, 1988).  
This understanding of power provides an opportunity to consider the ways women resist, 
negotiate, and exercise agency in the face of development and patriarchal institutions.  
Depicting women as capable agents not only helps deconstruct stereotypes of "Third 
World women," but it also has real implications for development (Kisiang'ani, 2004).  
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I used a range of qualitative methods to collect my research data.  Ethnographic research 
in five communities involved in the RWP was the cornerstone of my research.  In each of 
the five communities, I conducted semi-structured interviews with community members 
and leaders, focus groups with water committees, as well as participant observation and 
informal interviews at the water sources.  Over a period of 11 months, from August of 
2011-June 2012,6 I rotated between the five communities, living with local host families 
in each site.   
 
Each of my five research communities is located in a different district (Image 3.2.0). 
Within each district, one community was purposefully selected from the list of thirty 
communities served by the RWP where the MCC baseline survey took place.7 The 
communities were selected to represent a diversity of customary water sources, 
population sizes, and distances to the nearest town.  
 
 

                                                
6 I was in Mozambique for a total of 17 months between 2010 and 2012.  Six of these months were spent 
working on the Stanford/Virginia Tech impact evaluation.  Preliminary research was also conducted in 
August of 2010, when all of the communities were still using their customary water sources.  !
7 The  impact evaluation of the MCA RWP was conducted in 54 communities (27 treatment and 27 
control). I chose one community from each of the six MCC handpump districts, excluding Mongicual, 
where there were some security concerns.  !
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Image 3.2.0:  Map of Nampula and research districts (Source:  WE-Consult). 
 
My original research design featured three communities (Mecupus, Namanhipiri, and 
Chilipane).  In November of 2011, when I realized that the handpump in Chilipane was 
going to be installed much later than expected, and Namanhipiri was not receiving a 
handpump, I added Mutuala and Nahuluco to increase the community variation and 
lengthen the time period during which I could observe the impacts of the handpumps. 
When I visited Mutuala and Nahuluco, they already had handpumps, and I was, therefore, 
only able to personally observe daily life before and after the handpumps in Mecupus and 
Chilipane. In the other communities, I relied on my informants to describe the changes 
brought about by the handpumps. At the completion of my research the various 
handpumps had been functioning from 3-15 months, due to the staggered nature of the 
drilling schedule (Table 3.2.0).   
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Table 3.2.0:  Research Sample Frame. 
 
Community 
Name 

District  Population 
size* 

Distance 
from 
nearest 
town  

Water sources used 
before the MCA RWP 

Date the MCA 
handpump was 
operational 

Mecupus Mogovolas 2500 12 Seasonal wells and 
streams 

January 2011 

Namanhipiri Moma 2942 23 Seasonal wells, river 
with year round water 
access  

Negative 
borehole** 

Mutuala Rapale 979 11 Seasonal wells, river 
with year round water 
access  

March 2011 

Nahuluco Meconta 863 4 Two handpumps, 
seasonal wells  

March 2011 

Chilipane Murrupula 787 10  Seasonal wells and 
streams 

March 2012 

*Population estimates ranged widely depending on who reported the data. Estimates were averaged when 
appropriate. When data was provided at the household level, the number of households was multiplied by 
4.4 (the average family size in Nampula). 
**The borehole in Moma was declared negative, when the pump yield test showed that it didn't meet the 
minimum threshold to receive a handpump.   

 
My research does not follow the familiar ethnographic model of a long period of 
immersion one place.  I spent a total of 91 days and nights in my research communities, 
but never spent more than 10 days in a row in any one community.  My focus on the 
community based changes and impacts of the RWP led to a research approach designed 
to capture the seasonal variations8 and maximize the number of visits in each community 
during the different stages of the project.  I felt that I spent enough time in the 
communities to acquire trust, experience the fluidity of daily life, and understand the 
basic social dynamics.   
 
As Table 3.2.1 shows, I did not spend an equal amount of time in each community.  
Mecupus was the site of my preliminary research, where I spent 10 days in August of 
2009 before they had a handpump.  Over seven visits, the relationships I established with 
residents in Mecupus were much stronger than those in my other research communities.  I 
had a good grasp of the social and political dynamics in Mecupus and did enough 
interviews and observation at the water sites to identify patterns and reach a saturation 
point.9  On the other end of the spectrum was Mutuala, where I spent only 9 days in total, 
and had a difficult time conducting interviews and meeting with the water committee due 
to conflicts surrounding the RWP and leadership.10   
 

                                                
8 There is considerable variation in how water is accessed, collected, and used through the different seasons 
in Nampula.  The most important distinction is between the dry season (April-November) and the rainy 
season (December-March).!
9 Data saturation occurs when the researcher no longer sees or hears any new information that further helps 
explain the issue under investigation.!
10 These conflicts surrounding control of the handpumps in Mutuala are explained in Chapter 7.!
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Table 3.2.1:  Overview of tasks completed in each community. 
 

Number of 
days spent 
in the 
community 

Number of 
focus 
groups 

Semi-
structured 
individual 
interviews  

Key 
interviews 
with 
leaders 

Semi-
structured 
interviews 
with WC 
members 

Community 
Name 

District 

Pre* Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post 

Mecupus Mogovolas 10 21 1 2 6 17 2 13 2 4 

Namanhipiri Moma 14 0 2 0 7 0 7 0 2 0 

Mutuala Rapale 0 9 0 1 0 8 0 9 0 6 

Nahuluco Meconta 0 7 0 1 0 6 0 7 0 1 

Morrupula Chilipane 7 8 1 1 6 5 10 6 1 2 

Additional 
communities
qq 

All 2 13 1 5 0 5 1 9 0 5 

Totals  91 15 60 73 22 

*"Pre" and "post" refer to the times before and after the handpump was functioning in the community.  
**These were additional communities I visited during the MCC impact evaluation and on trips with 
Cowater animators and MCA staff.  
 
My research assistant and I were often forced to leave the communities when we ran out 
of precious commodities:  not only memory space on my recorder, camera batteries, cell 
phone power, but also water and food, which we brought into the village.  I did not 
financially compensate my host family, but always arrived with more than enough 
cooking oil, salt, sugar, and rice for the women to cook meals for the entire family over 
the duration of my stay.  We never had any problems finding a family to stay with; the 
chief in Namanhipiri joked that nobody would turn down hosting two women, but if we 
have been men it would have been a different story.  I typically stayed with a member of 
the water committee or, in the case of Mecupus, with the Chief.   I slept in a tent, ate 
meals of cassava, peas, and peanuts, and bathed from a bucket, balancing on flat rocks to 
stay out of the mud, while keeping an eye on the giant spiders plotting on the trees above 
me.  In the mornings, I was awakened by the children sweeping the dirt courtyard outside 
my tent, the roosters crowing, and water sloshing into clay jars.   
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Image 3.2.1:  With my host family in Mecupus. 
 
The Cowater animators introduced me in the communities as a student interested in 
learning more about the local culture and water situation.  During my first visit in each 
community, I focused my time on meeting residents and attending community events. I 
adopted this initial approach to distance myself from the typical NGO worker who arrives 
in a community, asks a series of questions, and then leaves without conversing with 
people and taking time to understand their lives.  I could not, however, shake the 
impression that I was affiliated with the water project.  Community members often 
questioned me about when the handpump would arrive or told me what should be 
changed about the project.  My presence in the communities was also seen as a sign that 
the community would soon be receiving a handpump.  Neighboring communities were 
jealous that I wasn't visiting their community.  As one woman from a neighboring 
community put it to me, “How would you feel if you were one of your husband’s two 
wives, but he spent all his time with his other wife?” 
 
It was often a difficult balancing act: trying to be helpful and provide information about 
the RWP to communities, while insisting I was not involved in the decision making of the 
project.  To the community, I was seen as a link to the people with power, and a potential 
advocate.  This perception was actually was quite accurate:  on many occasions I reported 
community concerns to Cowater animators or MCA and MCC representatives.  I also 
advocated for Namanhipiri when their borehole was declared negative, hoping that 
Cowater would try another type of technology to improve water access in the community.  
However, in reality, I had little power to change the situation in any given community. 
 
Over time I developed what I believe to have been strong, trusting relationships with 
people in my research communities.  I became closest to my host families and the 
members of the water committees, and often knew their families very well.  After a few 
visits, community residents seemed to value spending time with me, and saw me as a 
friend, or at least a source of humor, status, and curiosity, rather than a means to 
influence the water project.  Men and women caught on to my interest in cultural events 
and I received invitations every day to go to church, initiation ceremonies, funerals, and 
other social events.  As I spent more time in the communities, people gradually opened 
up to me and told me how they really felt about the RWP.  The extended time I spent in 
the communities also made me aware of the social challenges, power dynamics, and 
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conflicts within the communities. 
 
Except for one week when I was alone, my research assistant, Hortencia Romão, always 
accompanied me to the communities and set up her tent next to mine.  It was not easy to 
find a woman from Nampula who was educated, comfortable living in rural areas, and 
able to travel for a week at a time.  Hortencia proved to be all of these things, as well as 
patient with my Portuguese, calm when things didn't go as planned, and competent in her 
work.  Over time Hortencia and I developed an easy communication pattern and began to 
read each other's body language; with the right look we could communicate that we were 
frustrated, tired, skeptical, or excited during the middle of an interview.  I owe much of 
my interpretation of the language, culture, and social events I observed to Hortencia. 
 
I met Hortencia when she worked as an enumerator for the MCC impact evaluation 
survey, and after getting to know her and observing her ease and skill interviewing men 
and women, I asked her to be my research assistant.  Hortencia was born in Nampula 
City, but frequently travelled to rural communities to visit her extended family members 
when she was a child.  After graduating from high school, Hortencia, like most of her 
peers, was unable to find steady work, and did a lot of surveying for different 
development groups.  Unlike most of her peers, however, Hortencia was single and had 
no kids - a fact we often bonded over, especially in the face of the incredulous questions 
from men and women in the communities about our age and lack of children. 
 
Although Hortencia was born in Nampula and spent time in rural areas, she did not 
exactly "blend in" during the research.  In the communities, Hortencia dressed like an 
urbanite, wore her hair straightened and styled, spoke to me in Portuguese, drank our 
filtered water, and often carried a camera, voice recorder, notebook, and pen.  These 
status accessories distanced her from the rural population and even as she was speaking 
in Makhuwah, more than one person asked her what country she was from or if she was 
also from America.  This perception of Hortencia might also be related to the fact that 
most people had never seen a white foreigner work closely and respectfully with a 
Mozambican.  The status that Hortencia carried due to her association with me, her 
education, and her perceived wealth, allowed her to interview leaders and other 
authorities that would not have received her if she were seen as a typical rural woman in 
Nampula.   Hortencia had a way of making people feel comfortable when she spoke with 
them, and she possessed a lot of the skills that I never did acquire.  For example, she 
knew the words to the songs in Church, how to cook xima, and how to behave at funerals.  
By the end of every visit Hortencia had "proven" she was a Mozambican woman and was 
often called to help with the children or the cooking, while I was left alone to write.    
 
In between visits to my research communities, I stayed in an apartment in Nampula city 
with other student researchers.  In the city, I typed up my field notes, wrote memos, and 
recharged and reorganized myself for the next field visit.  During the rainy season, from 
December-March, I lived in Maputo.11 I stayed with a World Bank employee in a high 
rise apartment, did yoga overlooking the ocean, ate Thai food, took Portuguese lessons, 
                                                
11 During these months research is nearly impossible in the rural communities due to the poor condition of 
the roads, and the farmers' heavy workload.   !
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and attended expat parties. I spent the time in Maputo writing, transcribing, and 
conducting interviews with water sector personnel.  
 
In Maputo, I also worked with scholars at the Center of African Studies at the University 
of Eduardo Mondlane.  I had an affiliation with the department and a close relationship 
with Isabelle Casimiro, a leading activist and feminist scholar in Mozambique who 
recently completed her Ph.D research on gender roles and relations in the district of 
Angoche in Nampula.  I met with Dr. Casimiro four times during my research to get her 
advice and share my research findings.  I also regularly met with several other scholars 
and researchers working on topics similar to my own. 
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In my five research communities, I conducted: semi-structured interviews with leaders, 
water committee members, and random households; focus group activities with the water 
committees; and participant observation at the water sites, community events, and 
meetings with development groups. Table 3.3.0 below provides an overview of my 
research methods, which are described in greater detail in the following section.  
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Table 3.3.0:  Overview of research methods. 
 

Method Components / Topics How selected / target 
group 

Participant 
observation 

• Observation at community water sources 
(customary sources and handpump) 

• Walks to all community water sources with 
members of the water committee to map and 
discuss sources  

• Observation at community events and in the 
household 

• Participation in daily household chores 
• Observation of the interactions between 

community groups and project implementers  

• Primary water sites 
used by the 
community 

• Daily activities in 
my host family 

• Meetings with 
development 
groups 

 

Focus 
Groups 

• Participatory mapping of water sources 
• Gender roles and ideologies 
• Water access, collection, use, and management 
• Impacts of the water project 

• Water committee  

Semi-
structured 
individual 
interviews 

• Daily activities and the household division of 
labor 

• Water collection and use 
• Preferences and perceptions of different water 

sources  
• Satisfaction with the water situation 
• Perceptions of the handpump project  
• Impacts of the handpump project 
• Perceptions of development and change 

• Households 
randomly chosen 
from different 
geographical 
locations in the 
community 

Semi-
structured 
key  
interviews 

• Community infrastructure and services 
• Community characteristics 
• Community history  
• Water and development in the community 
• Perceptions and impacts of the hand-pumps  

• Traditional and 
government 
leaders 

• Doctors  
• Leaders of 

organizations 
• Teachers, etc. 
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Participant observation is well suited to address the in-depth social issues and questions 
of meaning that I investigated (Bernard, 1994). Interpreting actions and events from an 
insider’s perspective requires a holistic understanding of the multidimensional, social, 
and historical context where life unfolds. This can only be gained with sustained 
interaction and integration into the setting (Bernard, 1994).  I used participant observation 
to gain some understanding of the unwritten “rules” that govern human interactions 
around water (Fife, 2005) and also to improve the trustworthiness and dependability of 
my data. 
 
Depending on the context, I oscillated on the continuum between observation and 
participation.  I was able to participate in the simple and mundane work that filled 
women's days like pounding grain, shelling peanuts, planting corn, sifting corn meal, 
pumping water at the handpump, and carrying water (although in two five liter jugs I 
carried in my hands, rather than on my head, much to the amusement of everyone who 
saw me).  In other contexts, like the women's initiation ceremonies, I simply observed.     
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During the day, I jotted words and phrases in a small notebook, and then fully wrote up 
my field notes at the end of the day, using a headlamp in my tent after my host family had 
gone to sleep. 
 
The focal point of my observation was the water source(s).  I spent a lot of time sitting 
quietly at the customary wells and rivers, and then at the handpumps.  In Mecupus, I was 
systematic about spending two hours in the morning and two hours in the afternoon at the 
water sites, but I adopted a more flexible schedule in the other communities after I 
became aware of the general patterns.  At the water sites, I recorded the number of people 
collecting water (along with their age and gender), the time spent waiting, social 
interactions, and activities performed. I usually went to the water sources with someone 
in my host family to ease my introduction.  My presence became well accepted at some 
of the water sites where I spent a lot of time, and after a couple days people no longer 
glanced in my direction and proceeded to follow their normal patterns.  I found this space 
to be well suited for informal interviews because women were in groups and had time for 
conversation.  At the handpumps, I could participate by pumping water and helping 
women lift the buckets to their heads, but at the customary water sites my role was 
confined to observation and informal interviewing. 
 
Besides the water sources, I also attended community events and meetings between 
project implementers and community groups.  I was invited to household rituals, religious 
congregations, beer brewing events, girls' initiation ceremonies, funerals, school events, 
and community meetings.  My camera, and the fact that I brought back pictures made me 
a sought-after guest at these events. The community events were a great place to observe 
social group interactions and how water was used and exchanged between people.  
Although I did not fit many of the gender norms associated with women my age in the 
communities, I was accepted as a woman, and allowed to observe the girls' initiation 
rites, attend women's group meetings, and be among women bathing at the well.  As a 
white, wealthy, American I was also granted access into some of men's spaces, like the 
front of a mosque and the chief's inner circle, but certainly not the boy's initiation rites. 
 
Over the course of my research, I also had many opportunities to observe the interactions 
between community groups and project implementers (most commonly Cowater 
animators, but also the drillers, government officials, and MCA staff members).12   I 
accompanied MCA staff members on a three day trip to inaugurate handpumps in six 
different communities, observed the hygiene and sanitation trainings and monitoring 
activities conducted by Cowater animators in several communities, and attended the 
borehole drilling in three communities. 
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In total, I conducted 15 focus groups in communities where handpumps were planned.  I 
designed the questions for the water committee, but community members who walked up 

                                                
12 Cowater animators, are the community level development actors who organized the communities to 
receive their handpumps and conducted trainings with the water committees.  Their role is further described 
in Chapter 6.!
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and joined the activity were not turned away, and the number of participants was often 
more than 20.  I used two primary activities during the focus groups:  participatory 
mapping, and group interviews about water and gender roles.  The focus groups began by 
splitting up the men and women, and providing each with a large piece of butcher paper 
and instructions to map the important places in their community, as well as their water 
sources (Image:  3.3.0).  
 

 
 
Image 3.3.0:  Women mapping their community water sources in Namanhipiri.  
 
The maps often revealed interesting data about the different perceptions men and women 
had of water sources.  For example, consider the two maps made by women and men in 
Chilipane (Image 3.3.1 and 3.3.2).  The women drew the water sources as distinct blue 
circles, while the men represented the water sources in long squiggly blue lines.  These 
differences reflect the fact that women primary collect water from wells or specific places 
on rivers to obtain high quality water, while men are more likely to use the length of the 
river because most of their water based activities do not depend on high quality water.   
 
 

 
 
Image 3.3.1, 3.3.2:  Women's and men's maps of the community water sources in Chilipane. 
 
After about 45 minutes the groups presented their maps to each other and we used the 
maps to discuss water access, collection, use, and management in the community.   
After this group interview, we again divided the men and women to discuss how gender 
ideologies, roles, and relations operate in the community and how they have changed 



 48 

over time.  Example questions include:  What makes a woman/man a good wife/husband?  
How would you describe a good marriage?  How have women’s/men's lives changed 
since you were young?  What household activities are women/men expected to do in the 
house?  Both groups had a good time with these questions and there was typically a lot of 
laughter. 
 
In Mecupus and Chilipane, I was able to conduct focus groups with the water committee 
before and after the handpump was installed.13  In these two communities, the focus 
group after the handpumps had been installed started by reintroducing the maps the 
groups had previously drawn.  The men and women were instructed to add the handpump 
to their maps and draw the paths taken to get water by households in different 
geographical locations in the community.  The exercise showed that households typically 
used the water source nearest to them, and many areas of the community did not use the 
handpump (Image 3.3.3).  The group discussion then focused on perceptions and 
experiences with the RWP and the changes the handpump brought to the community.  
The focus groups were recorded using a voice recorder and later transcribed by 
Hortencia. 
 

 
 
Image 3.3.3:  Community map of water sources in Mecupus after the handpump (the lines indicate 
the paths people take to reach the water sources). 
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Another aspect of my methodology was semi-structured interviews with community 
residents, water committee members, and village leaders.  Men and women were 
randomly selected from different geographical locations in the community.  After the 
community mapping exercise and my own walk through the village to map the water 
sources I had a good idea of how the households were dispersed, and I sampled at least 
one household in each of the clusters of homes (bairros).  This was important because I 
wanted to understand the impact of the handpump on a community scale rather than only 
focusing on people using the handpump. 
 

                                                
13 In Mutuala and Nahuluco, focus groups were conducted after the hand pumps were installed.  In 
Namanhipiri, a focus group was conducted before the planned drilling and after the borehole was 
pronounced "negative," (meaning that it lacked the adequate yield and was thus not installed).  !
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In Chilipane and Mecupus, I was able to conduct interviews with the same respondents 
before and after the handpumps were installed.14  In Namanhipiri, I only conducted 
interviews with community residents before the drilling, and in Mutuala and Nahuluco, I 
interviewed residents only after the handpumps had been installed.  About two-thirds of 
the primary respondents in all communities were women, and the respondents ranged in 
age from 18-80.  In some cases the interviews were conducted privately with one 
individual, but more commonly the husband and wife answered the questions together. 
 
Hortencia conducted all the interviews with community members in Makhuwah, and 
recorded the responses on paper (Image 3.3.4).  I was present for all the interviews, and 
able to follow along well enough to ask follow up questions or encourage Hortencia to 
write down the direct translation of a response when it seemed to be particularly 
important (rather than her summary, which was sufficient most of the time).  Some of the 
questions required numerical answers, such as, "how many times do you collect water per 
day?", while others, were more open ended:  "how would you describe development in 
your community?" 
 

 
 
Image 3.3.4:  Hortencia interviewing a woman in Chilipane.   
 
The key interviews were conducted with a broad range of male and female community 
leaders (apiwaymwene, chief, régulo, secretary), as well as doctors, teachers, and leaders 
of organizations.  These semi-structured interviews were used to gain a holistic 
understanding of the social, political, historical, and cultural context in the community. 
When possible, I also interviewed the water committee members individually about their 
responsibilities, satisfaction with their position, and their relationships with water users, 
and community leaders. 

2*+%/=6%I,&I6+-&8KY&.$"**%/,&"*3&6@.$%@%*+%/,&
 
Outside of my ethnographic research in the communities, I conduced 42 interviews with 
water sector planners and project implementers.  As Table 3.3.1 shows, I recorded and 
transcribed about three-quarters of these interviews. Nearly all of these interviews were 
in Portuguese.  Most of the interviews were conducted with individuals directly involved 
                                                
14 During the first round of interviews I took notes about the location of the respondents' houses as well as 
their photos, and was able to locate all but one of my original respondents during the second round.  !
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in the RWP, but my sample also includes water specialists at the World Bank, USAID, 
and government ministries.  
 
Table 3.3.1:  Interviews completed and transcribed outside of research communities. 
 
 Number of interviews 

completed 
Number of interviews 
transcribed 

MCC staff members 3 3 
MCA staff members 5 5 
Cowater directors 6 3 
Cowater animators 7 6 
Other water and 
development workers 

6 4 

Enumerators 10 10 
Scholars 5 2 
Total 42 33 
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One of the goals of my dissertation was to contrast the discourses of different actors 
involved in the RWP.  There are multiple ways of constructing a particular event or 
experience, and I use discourse analysis to highlight this. I use discourse here in the 
Foucauldian sense to refer to the social practices, rules, statements, forms of 
representation, and notions of subjectivity, connected to power, used by different groups 
consciously and unconsciously.    Discourse analysis uses "texts" to look at the meanings 
that events and experiences hold for social actors.  I found that discourse analysis was a 
powerful tool for highlighting power arrangements between different actors (Wetherell, 
2001) and their interpretations of gender, water, and development. Discourse speaks to 
the politics of representation and how different groups and institutions are able to 
mobilize meanings to serve their interests (Wetherell, 2001).  
 
I have narrowed the focus of my discursive analysis of the RWP to a few key 
categories/concepts:  women's empowerment, community participation and decision 
making, modernity/tradition, sustainability, and impacts.  My ethnographic research in 
the communities is well suited to capture the ways that local men and women refer to 
these categories in relationship to the RWP.  The discourses articulated by project 
implementers around these topics are lifted from policy and planning documents and 
individual interview transcripts.   
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I transcribed over 50 interviews during the course of my research in Mozambique.  For 
the interviews conducted in my research communities, this process typically involved 
Hortencia's translation from Makhuwa to Portuguese, and then my translation from 
Portuguese to English.  When I first began my community-based research, my Portuguese 
was bad: I usually caught the main points of an interview as Hortencia related them to 
me, but missed a lot of the subtleties and vocabulary.  After a couple months of intensive 
Portuguese immersion, my language abilities improved, and Hortencia and I could 
discuss my research topic in greater depth and she was able to translate using the full 
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range of her vocabulary.  However, the translation was always imprecise; I used my 
judgment about when to translate responses word for word, and when try to dig into the 
meanings of certain words.  Hortencia also became adept at knowing when she could 
summarize a response for me and when a direct translation was necessary.   
 
Analyzing my data was an iterative process of transcription, writing field notes, writing 
memos, coding, looking for patterns, and rereading my field notes (DeWalt and DeWalt, 
2002).  I coded all of my field notes and interviews using NVivo 8.  I started with some 
basic codes, but added more detail and reorganized the categories as I went; blending 
emic and etic code development (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2002). My goal was to construct 
codes that were meaningful and relevant to the daily lives of my research subjects.  I 
found that Nvivo was an important tool for helping me to organize my research, 
recognize patterns, and construct an argument using field note excerpts.  When I started 
writing each section of a chapter I searched for the all the relevant categories and codes 
using NVivo and copied them to a word document.  From codes, I moved to categories, 
themes, concepts, and then finally to theory (Saldaña, 2009).  The interviews, focus group 
transcriptions, conversations, observations, and field note descriptions act as the 
foundation for generating larger analytical and theoretical arguments.   

?7A&)'*5$4,6'*,&
 
I have thought carefully about how I could have responded to the criticisms the male 
students at the anthropology seminar rose about my research.  Here is what I wish I had 
said:   
 
You are right - my class and nationality shape my perspectives about women's lives, and 
also affect the way that people treat me during my research.  If you were to do the same 
research, the fact that you are an educated male from the capital would have also 
provided you with a different perspective of women's lives in Nampula, and affected the 
way that people treated you.  During my research I was reflexive about my position in the 
research, and in my writing I acknowledge my presence in the description and 
interpretation of events.     
 
I have considerable experience working with rural African men and women, and also did 
a thorough review of the literature about Northern Mozambique before I began my 
research.  Most importantly, I let the stories, perspectives, and discourses of the men and 
women I interviewed and observed in Nampula lead the narrative.  Staying true to my 
motivation to improve the lives of water collectors, I approach rural men and women as 
knowledgeable actors and listen carefully to how they describe their water situation and 
the changes inspired by the handpump.   
 
After a few days in each community, I was graciously accepted and invited to social 
events and family gatherings.  Women allowed me to participate in their daily activities 
and became accustomed to my presence at the water sources.  Men granted me interviews 
and access to spaces where most other women were not permitted.  I did what I could to 
diminish the power dynamics between the community residents and myself by living in 
the community, eating their food, and partaking in daily household chores.   
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In this dissertation, I replace the simplistic stereotypes and assumptions used in 
development about African men's and women's nature, roles, and relationships, with a 
textured and holistic description of these dimensions in one province in Northern 
Mozambique.  The ethnographic approach I took allowed me to look at water issues 
within the everyday rhythms and the socio-cultural context of life in Nampula.  I also use 
multiple methodologies, including observation at the water sites, to triangulate my 
findings and test hypotheses.  Rather than try to simply summarize the impacts of the 
handpump, I draw attention to the diversity of perspectives, and the fact that the 
experiences in each of the five communities are unique.  These strategies do not mean 
that I have captured the truth, but they have moved me closer to knowing more fully and 
in a more trustworthy way. 
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Mozambique is composed of 10 provinces and the capital city of Maputo. The country's 
long coastline, open to the Indian Ocean, is the site of most of the major cities and offers 
safe harbors that have served as important trade routes for more than 800 years.  About 
70% of Mozambique's 23 million people live in rural areas and three quarters of the 
population is involved in agricultural activities (Census, 2007).  Mozambique has a 
diverse population; the main ethnic groups are the Makhuwa, Tsonga, Lomwe, Makonde, 
Shangaan, Shona, Sena, and Ndau.  Catholicism is the most common religion in 
Mozambique (28.4% of the population are believers), followed by Islam (18%), Zionism 
(16%), and Evangelism (11%) (Census, 2007). Nearly 20% of the people in Mozambique 
do not adhere to any organized religion.  In practice though, these religious categories 
have little meaning as people blend different belief systems.   
 
Nampula, the site of my research, is located in northern Mozambique and bordered on the 
north by the Niassa and Cabo Delgado provinces, on the east by the Indian Ocean, and by 
the Zambezia province to the south (Image 4.1.0). With 4.1 million people, Nampula is 
the country’s most populous province (INE, 2009). As in the rest of the country, almost 
three quarters of the population lives in rural areas. The largest city is the provincial 
capital - Nampula City with 478,000 people (INE, 2009). Nampula consists of 21 districts 
and 6 municipalities.15  Apart from the main national roads leading from Nampula City to 
the coast and south to Zambezia, the roads are poor and often become impassable during 
the rainy season (December-March).  The port of Nacala and the railway from the port to 
Malawi are also important means of transportation and trade.  Two major rivers form the 
borders of Nampula:  the Lurio to the north and the Ligonha to the south.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
15 The municipalities are Nampula city, Nacala-Porto, Angoche, Ilha de Mocambique, Monape, and Ribaue.!
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Image 4.1.0:  Map of Mozambique (Source:  IBRD 2007). 
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Nampula has a good farming climate and is one of the most productive areas of the 
country.  The province receives between 800-1600 mm of rain per year. Livelihoods are 
based around small-scale agriculture.  Subsistence and cash crops include, cassava, 
maize, beans, and peanuts, while rice is also important in low-lying areas.   The sale of 
agricultural goods provides nearly all the income for rural dwellers.  The enchada (small 
hand hoe) is the key farming implement, and the use of plows, tractors, pesticides, or 
fertilizers is rare.  In terms of hectares cultivated, Nampula is the leading province for 
cassava, peanuts and nhemba beans, and also a leading producer of cotton and cashews 
(INE 2010).  Along the coast, where soils are generally poor, fishing and coconut farming 
provide the major sources of subsistence and income (Tvedten et al., 2009).  
 
Livelihood diversification is a primary strategy of risk reduction and income generation.  
Although agriculture is the main income generator, most people have multiple income 
generating activities, such as fishing, making alcoholic drinks, traditional medicine, 
carpentry, iron work, dance groups, small-scale commerce, handicrafts, gold mining, 
cashew and coconut production, and animal raising.  Small-scale commerce is perhaps 
the most common supplemental activity for rural men and women in Nampula.  In 
addition to field crops, men sell charcoal, wine, salt, clothes, fish, cashews, sugar cane, 
handicrafts, and chickens in nearby markets and within their own communities.  Women 
are also involved in small income generating activities selling cabanga (homemade beer), 
bajias and bolinhas (fried cakes), fruit juices, cooked beans, firewood, pottery, bread, and 
woven baskets.  With little income available, people purchase only a few basic 
necessities:  soap, oil, salt, clothing, and occasionally meat or fish. 

A7;&S"9-4I"&)4$+4/%&
 
The Makhuwa culture has deep roots in Nampula.   Bantu speaking people first occupied 
the area between the Zambeze and Rovuma rivers in Northern of Mozambique, during 
the second century.  The Bantu groups established agricultural societies structured around 
matrilineal clans and lineages in what is now Nampula (Medeiros, 1995).  The Makhuwa 
culture has also been created through interactions with a wide variety of different groups 
- from American, Brazilian, and Cuban slave raiders, to Arab and Swahili traders, 
Portuguese colonists, European missionaries, and Western development agents.  These 
interactions have resulted in an exchange of labor, tools, languages, religious beliefs, 
goods, and natural resources - often under conditions of coercion and violence. 
 
This section focuses on the Makhuwa culture in the present day.   Currently, the 
Makhuwa are the main ethno-linguistic16 group in Nampula and the largest ethnic group 
in Mozambique.  The Makhuwa culture has many unique characteristics that are not 
shared by their neighbors in Southern and Central Mozambique.  The people of Northern 
Mozambique are known for their matrilineal systems, matrilocal residence patterns, and 
strong sense of "traditional culture" (Pitcher, 1996; Bonate, 2006).   
 

                                                
16 Emakhuwa is the language spoken by the Makhuwa people, but most people (both local residents and 
scholars) simply refer to the language as Makhuwa. 
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Parents and young children typically live together in Makhuwa homes, but 
extended families also provide essential support.  The average household size - defined 
by those who regularly live and eat together - in Nampula is 4.4 people, slightly smaller 
than the average for Mozambique (4.8 people) (Tvedten et al., 2009 p.11). Almost one-
fifth of households (18%) are polygamous, a marital practice with pre-colonial roots that 
also finds approval in Islam (Tvedten et al., 2009 p.26). Around 20% of households are 
headed by females,17 a much lower proportion than in the Southern provinces, where 
many men are migrant laborers outside the country (Tvedten et al., 2009).  
 
Local conceptions of family are broader than the group of people who live in one house, 
and conceived of in relation to the nihimo.  Following the deeply rooted matrilineal 
system practiced by the Makhuwa, the pattern of descent follows female lines, and a child 
belongs to the nihimo of his or her mother (Machado, 1970).  Arnfred (2007) explains 
that nihimo is more than a family or family name: it is a unit of belonging beyond the 
visible world that unites the living with the ancestors (p.146). This spiritual and esoteric 
entity can only be transmitted through women (Arnfred, 2007 p.146).  A nihimo is 
subdivided into a number of lineages, each associated with certain lands.  Medeiros 
identified around two dozen matrilineal lineages in the Makhuwa-lómuè society 
(Medeiros, 1995 p.71)  Under the matrilineal system, children commonly regard their 
maternal aunts and uncles as their mothers and fathers and live with them during different 
periods of their lives. The matrilineal uncle is considered to be the head of the family and 
is responsible for the children's welfare (Medeiros, 1995 p.49).   
  
Within the same nihimo everyone is considered family and marriage is exogamous.  After 
marriage it is customary for the couple to live near the wife's house, and for the husband 
to work in the fields of his in-laws to prove that he is a capable provider (Medeiros, 1995; 
Arnfred, 2011). During this time the husband needs to demonstrate his ability to farm and 
take care of his wife (Arnfred, 2011). After the birth of the first child, the couple often 
move to their own piece of land (Medeiros, 1995 p.76). 
 
The nihimo acts as a social support network: extended families often share land, food, 
work, and the responsibilities of raising children.  Matrilineal ties and kinship groups also 
provide women with support if they are separated or divorced from their husband 
(Casimiro, 2008 p.264).  Other forms of cooperation and support between households 
include: xitique (rotating savings and credit groups), ajuda mutual (mutual assistance in 
daily work), and bsucato or ganho-ganho (farm work in exchange for money, food, or 
traditional drinks) (Gotschi et al., 2008 p.651).  
 
In my research communities, I encountered a mix of matrilocal and patrilocal residential 
patterns.   While older people remembered that during their childhood newly married 
couples lived near the wife's house, now the choice depends on the resources held by 
both sets of parents, practical considerations such as space and field conditions, and the 
couples' own preferences. Particularly in Mecupus, patrilocal residence was common.  
                                                
17 The vast majority of female-headed households in Nampula are widows or divorcees.!
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Overall, though, patrilocal residence was the exception, and newly married couples either 
spent the first years of their marriage living near the wife's home or cleared a new piece 
of land far from either family.  Along with Medeiros (1995) and Casimiro (2008), I also 
observed the influence of the maternal uncle to be declining as families become more 
nuclear. 

S"/6+"$&/%$"+6'*,&&
 
Marital relations in my research communities were marked by mutual respect, 
cooperation, and shared decision-making.  These findings challenge the development and 
Western perspectives of African marriages as relationships of conflict and oppression for 
women.  Along with Pitcher (1996), I observed that household decision making is shared 
by men and women and specific to the domain in question. Women most often made the 
decisions about small household expenses, food allocation, and cooking supplies.  One 
woman reported to me that she and her husband make small decisions about money 
independently, but that her husband consults her when he makes big decisions, "like the 
decision to kill a pig."  During festivals men contribute money, dancing, or food, but 
women make most festival decisions.  In regards to land, women's access should be 
guaranteed by matrilineal inheritance, but with changing inheritance patterns, this access 
is called into question.18 Cashew trees, on the other hand, are typically controlled by men 
and passed down through male inheritance lines (Casimiro, 2008).   
 
Older women customarily control the household food supply and the granaries, while 
men are more likely to control the food that is sold (Casimiro, 2008 p.230).  This division 
of responsibility is clearly explained by a man Casimiro (2008) interviewed in Angoche:  
"Eu tenho uma arte e a mulher tem outra. Quando eu ponho em sacos, é para vender e é 
meu. Quando fica no celeiro é da mulher."   (I have one skill and women have another.  
When I put [crops] in sacks to sell they are mine, but when the crops are in the granary 
they are hers) (p. 239).  
 
I found that the control women have over household income varies considerably and 
depends on the level of trust in the marriage.  For example, Celistino, who earns money 
in a dance group and from selling cabanga, gives all her money to her husband because 
"he knows what things to buy for the household."  Other women are more reluctant to 
share their income with their spouse and explain that their husbands spend money on 
things that are not important to them and their children.      
 
A strict, unchanging gender division of labor - where women have the domestic 
responsibilities, and men earn the income - is often assumed by development 
organizations.  In contrast, I found that there is flexibility in the gender division of labor, 
and activities adapt to new circumstances and are also defined by age and seniority.  
Cooperation and mutual help are more common than conflict and a strict separation of 
duties.  Especially in comparison to the division of labor in Southern Mozambique, men 
in the North are far more active in the household, and help collect water, cut firewood, 
pound grain, or watch the children when they are needed.  The work of men and women 

                                                
18 In Angoche (a district in Nampula), Casimiro found that less than 40% women controlled land in 2008.   
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is seen as complementary and both men and women expressed the need to help each 
other.  Also, in contrast to the Southern provinces where most of the farm work is done 
by women, both men and women labor together in the fields in Nampula.  Women 
express regret when they don't have time to work with their husband in the field.   
 
Like marriages everywhere, the bonds between couples vary considerably: some couples 
having strong and enduring relationships, while others are weak and volatile.  Marriages 
in Nampula are easily terminated and not complicated by the giving of lobolo 
(bridewealth) which occurs in marriages in the South (Arnfred, 2011).  Divorce is 
common and either the husband or the wife can dissolve the relationship whenever they 
feel dissatisfied (Arnfred, 2011).  In my interviews I found that jealousy, related to 
extramarital affairs, was the main cause of conflict in marriage.   Single women - whether 
abandoned, separated, divorced, widowed, or never married - live alone in their own 
homes or with their grandparents, mother, or children, depending on their age.  In the 
matrilocal system after a divorce a woman stays with her family and keep the house, the 
children, and the fields, while the husband has to move out.  According to law all goods 
acquired by the couple during the marriage should be evenly divided.   
 
In Nampula, men and women say that trust, sharing, and mutual respect characterize 
strong marriages.  In Mecupus, Andre confides:  "I don’t have a mom or dad and neither 
does my wife, so we need to help each other.  When she is sick I help and do everything.  
I buy her clothes.  I share everything with my money with my wife and trust her."  In 
strong marriages the husband and wife spend a lot of time together, farming, sharing 
meals, talking when it grows dark, and sleeping together.  Women say that they are happy 
when they can passear (stroll) with their husband and he does not travel a lot.  These 
types of respectful and sentimental relationships between men and women don't feature 
prominently in most of the literature about African marriages. 
 
8%$6:6'*&
 
Catholicism and Islam are the two primary religions practiced in Nampula.  Islam has a 
stronger presence near the coast and declines in influence towards the west of the 
province.  In the decades after the Renamo/Frelimo war (1977-1992) a wide variety of 
Evangelical, Pentecostal, and independent African churches proliferated in Nampula.  
People often shift from one denomination to another seeking out different forms of social 
support and a dogma that suits their lifestyle.  This mentality is evident in a conversation 
I overheard between my neighbor and host father: 
 

Neighbor:  "I want to have a second wife, but the Church looks down on this and 
says I should only have one wife." 
Rosario:  "Why don't you just become Muslim then?"   

 
When I was working in the communities I could not have identified which people were 
Christian or Muslim, aside from a few Muslims who wore a prayer cap.  Many 
communities were a mix of Muslims and Christians, but there are typically no conflicts 
between religious groups in Nampula.   
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Ancestor veneration is an important part of the local belief system and continues to be 
significant in understanding the worldview of the Makhuwa.19  This view holds that 
ancestors or spirits are an active part of everyday life (Honwana, 1996). Sacrifices of 
food and drink are offered directly to ancestral spirits and indirectly to God (the source of 
life) (Martinez, 2004 p.241). These sacrifices celebrate and commemorate the memory of 
one's ancestors and are obligatory during the principal phases of the life cycle:  birth, 
initiation, marriage, sickness, and death (Martinez, 2004 p.235).  The rituals typically 
involve the gathering of the nihimo to offer food, drink, and other goods such as tobacco, 
unhusked rice, clothing, or jewelry to the ancestors (Image 4.2.0). These goods are placed 
beneath a small tree altar marked by a white piece of cloth tied to the trunk (Image 4.2.1).  
Water plays an important role in these spiritual practices, as I will show. 
 

 
 
Image 4.2.0, 4.2.1:  Family ceremony (sataka) and the food and water left for the spirits after the 
ceremony. 
 
Although for some households these spiritual practices remain strong, overall, nearly 
everyone told me that the practices were declining.  Each community views the ancestor 
veneration practices differently.  In Mutuala, nearly every family has an altar in their 
courtyard where they regularly offer sacrifices to the spirits.  In Chilipane, Nahuluco, and 
Mecupus the practice of ancestor veneration is mixed, while in Namanhipiri, people who 
conduct these rituals do so in secret, to avoid the negative judgment of their neighbors.  
In all the communities, the declining influence of these beliefs is attributed to "religion" 
that "prohibits these things."  In later chapters, I show how these spiritual practices are 
embedded in larger discourses about tradition and modernity that shape local views of 
development and the water project. 
 
Some churches and branches of Islam are more conservative and play a stronger role in 
regulating ancestor worship, as well as the initiation rituals and curandeiro services.  For 
example, the Unida Baptista prohibits piercing, dancing, drumming, offering sacrifices to 
ancestors, and many aspects of the initiation rituals.  These traditions are considered 
sinful.  While some authors have emphasized how well adapted Islam became to local 

                                                
19 These beliefs are also prevalent in other regions in Mozambique as documented by Honwana (1996). 
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traditions and norms,20 this does not seem to be the case with one of the two main 
prominent communities of Islam known as Sekutu (Laheij, 2013).21 This branch of Islam 
is more conservative and Sekutu Muslims adhere to a long list of prohibitions, including 
ancestor worship and consulting curandeiros. 

!"#$%&'(#()*+ 
 
Translating a curandeiro simply as a traditional doctor or healer does not sufficiently 
describe the range of their healing and spiritual powers.  A curandeiro treats common 
sicknesses, as well also feitiços (curses) put on people.  The difficulties and downturns of 
life are often attributed to feitiços put on an individual or family, out of anger or jealousy.  
bad dreams, failed tests, motorcycle accidents, missing clothes, negative boreholes, and 
every sort of health problem are explained by these feitiços and solved by consulting a 
curandeiro.  People seek the power of curandeiros to "find the true reasons for such 
events and to restore balance to their lives" (Honwana, 1996 p.58).  Using a process of 
divination, the curandeiros communicate with the ancestors to provide explanations for 
the causes of affliction.   
 
Most curandeiros I spoke with learned their craft by falling "sick" with spiritual 
possession. During this sickness they are possessed by spirits who explain to them how to 
use different medicines from the bush.  The craft is typically passed down the maternal 
line through communication with the spirit of a deceased curandeiro, rather than 
apprenticeship.  Both men and women can be curandeiros.   
 

 
 
Image 4.2.2:  Female curandeiro in front of her divining hut. 
 
Curandeiros are well respected, if not feared, and often known far and wide for their 
specialties, which include everything from treating leprosy and hernias to bad dreams and 
farming difficulties.  Typical treatments administered by curandeiros include oral 
medicines and ritual baths.  Often curandeiros are consulted before hospitals and health 

                                                
20 Especially with respect to traditional beliefs, the matrilineal system, and the initiation rituals (see for 
example: Arnfred (2011) or Bonate (2006).!
21 Sekutu, means silent in Arabic - based on the recommended silence of the believers at funerals, rather 
than reciting supplications.  'Sukutu' themselves prefer to be named 'Al Ah Sunnah'; meaning Followers of 
the Prophet, or of the Ways of the Prophet, to be more precise (Leheij 2013). 
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clinics.  As one informant explained, "some people go to the hospital first, and then go to 
the curandeiro if they don't get better, and some people start with the curandeiro and 
then go to the hospital."  Improved access to health centers, and prohibitions issued by 
churches and mosques has led to a decline in the demand for curandeiro services in some 
communities, but even in communities like Namanhipiri where ancestor veneration is no 
longer practiced, the curandeiros are still consulted and respected.  As I describe later, 
water plays a significant role in the healing rituals performed by curandeiros, as well as 
in their initiation into the profession. 
 
Some local people were hesitant to speak with me about "traditional" aspects of their 
lives.  This reluctance can be attributed to two factors:  1) the early years of Frelimo rule, 
when  "traditional" aspects of life - including curandeiros, traditional leaders, initiation 
rituals - were banned based on the presumption that they stood in the way of progress, 2) 
the surge of missionary activity in the area. I suspect that people assumed I would also 
denigrate or expose them for adhering to traditional beliefs and practices.  This issue 
reappeared in the hesitation I saw in some of my interview respondents to tell me that 
they didn't use the handpump.  While local people have their own notions of tradition and 
modern, they are well aware of the perceptions of outsiders, and try to present themselves 
as modern. 
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Local leadership structures in rural Nampula are complicated and vary from one 
community to the next.   The term "traditional authority" has been interpreted and 
reconfigured over time by different groups (colonial officials, Frelimo, Renamo, and 
NGOs) to serve their own interests and is often detached from long-standing patterns of 
political leadership (West and Kloeck-Jenson, 1999; Dinerman, 2001; Serra, 2003; 
Dinerman, 2004).  "Traditional" leaders also feature prominently in the RWP approach, 
and in Chapters 6 and 7 I will describe how leadership issues play out in the governance 
and ownership of the handpumps. 
 
Before colonial administrative systems were imposed, the muene was the customary 
leader among the Makhuwa (Medeiros, 1995; Pitcher, 1998).The muene was the authority 
over a kinship group (nihimo) who lived in the same settlement.  He was responsible for 
the well-being of the group and resolved domestic disputes, conducted traditional 
sacrifices, facilitated initiation ceremonies, and distributed land (Pitcher, 1998 p.121).  
The piamuene is typically the sister or maternal cousin of the muene (Medeiros, 1995 
p.103).  She is responsible for matters related to the invisible world and is also consulted 
as the counterpart to the male chief on other issues (Arnfred, 2007).   
 
The administrative systems put in place by the Portuguese were varied.  Positions created 
by the Portuguese that did build on customary leadership structures were based on the 
population size rather than on family relations and lineages as it had been in the past 
(Pitcher, 1998). In Nampula, it was common for the Portuguese to impose a hierarchy of 
the chefe de povoção, cabo de terras, and régulo to govern demarcated lands.  Some 
muenes were appointed as régulos, while others hid their identity and continued to 
exercise customary authority alongside a state-appointed régulo (Pitcher, 1998). The 
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régulos worked with the colonial government to a varying degree:  some régulos amassed 
personal gains by extracting taxes and labor from their population, while others resisted 
the colonial regulations (Pitcher, 1998; West and Kloeck-Jenson, 1999). 
 
After independence, Frelimo denounced the régulos as traditional figures and colonial 
pawns, replacing them with village Presidents and party secretaries, aided initially by 
"dynamising groups" (Pitcher, 1998). Many long-standing community leaders were 
humiliated and removed from power by the Frelimo regime.  In some cases, disgruntled 
traditional leaders sought solace in the Renamo politics that supported and respected 
customary practices and "traditional authorities" (West and Kloeck-Jenson, 1999).  At the 
end of the Renamo/Frelimo (1977-1992) war,22 attempting to expand its social base, 
Frelimo dramatically reversed its policy and reinstated "traditional authorities" 
throughout Nampula (Dinerman, 2004). 
 
The muene, piamuene, and régulo derive the basis of their authority from traditional 
religious practices, and the abandonment of these traditions in many communities has 
eroded the influence of these leaders.  The words of a muene in Namanhipiri testify to his 
sense of loss as the community turns away from the traditions and spiritual ceremonies of 
the past: 
 

In the past, during the girl's initiation ceremony the girl would go with her mother 
to the muene and he would offer flour to the spirits and ancestors (makeah).  After 
this we would have a festival and combine with other girls.  Now these traditions 
are disappearing and girls and boys do the initiation rites in a church or a mosque.  
The Bible and Koran are used rather than our own teachings of right and wrong; 
what to do and what not to do.  Now muenes lack a voice, our words are not given 
space…In the past, we had meeting with the muenes and régulos and offered flour 
and food to the ancestors and spirits. We took prepared food to the river to ask for 
rain.  On that same day or the next day we would get rain.  Now this is prohibited.  
Everyone who goes to church no longer does these things.  Rei Vasco used to 
perform a ritual with fire.  When he invited the young people recently they refused 
to go.  In the past when someone was sick, if they had a headache or spirit 
possession (majene), they met with the muene, régulo, and curandeiro.  We played 
the drums until the morning.  The sick person got better…Now we have more 
sickness and death because people refuse traditional medicine. 

 
The muene's recollections also speak to a larger process of change that has occurred in 
most communities, creating a divide between older and younger people.  Older people are 
more likely to regret the loss of "traditional" customs and attribute what they perceive to 
be worsening health, loss of respect, and diminishing rains to this neglect of "traditional" 
practices and values.  In contrast, younger people are more likely to negatively view 
"tradition" and see it as a hindrance to "development."  These generational divides will 
become more apparent in terms of how people view the handpump project.   
 

                                                
22 This war is discussed in greater detail in the following section.!
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In most cases, the régulo is recognized by the government as the leader of a settlement 
area, which could be a group of several communities. The régulo controls the land, 
collects taxes, mobilizes people to complete community projects, and mediates between 
the district government structures and the population.  The régulo is aided by other 
government leaders:  the chefe de populção (chief of the population), cabos (aids to the 
régulo), and a secretário (secretary).  Renamo and Frelimo party officials, are also active 
in some communities dispensing party aid and mobilizing political support.  Conflicts 
between leaders, especially leaders seen as traditional authorities like the régulos and 
muenes, and "modern" government representatives like the secretários de bairro are 
common (Serra, 2003).  Conflicts also follow party lines, and in some communities there 
are high tensions between leaders of Frelimo and its main opposition party, Renamo.   
The province of Nampula, especially in districts along the coast, is one of the strongholds 
of support for Renamo.  Historically, much of the government funding has been funneled 
to its political base in the South, while marginalizing the Northern provinces.   
 
Renamo members composed a sizable minority of the population in two of my five 
research communities.  In these communities there was distrust between the two political 
parties.  Renamo members felt that the government had neglected them since the end of 
the Renamo/Frelimo war.  These tensions between the political parties, and the 
perception that Frelimo funnels development to its party, will be further developed in 
relation to the RWP in Chapter 7. 
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In this section, I broaden the scope of the research context by looking at the larger 
development context in Mozambique.  I start by outlining the national level development 
discourses that describe development in terms of economic growth, aid, and poverty 
indicators.  Next, I describe the historical ways that "development" has been pursued in 
Nampula as a way of framing the local perspectives of development that follow.  There 
are major differences between the ways men and women living in rural Nampula 
understand development and change in their lives and the way development is discussed 
at the national level.   
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Since the first democratic elections in 1994 economic growth in Mozambique has been 
rapid: real GDP growth has averaged over 7% a year, placing Mozambique among the 
best performing countries in the world (Jones and Tarp, 2012).  This growth has been 
driven by the mining and energy sector.  Mozambique has rich natural resources 
including, titanium, oil, hydro-electricity, timber, aluminum, coal, petroleum, and natural 
gas.  Investment from Brazil, Portugal, and China are high and increasing, especially in 
the extractive industries.  Other exports outside of the mining and energy sector include:  
prawns, cashews, sugar, cotton, sugar, citrus, timber, bulk electricity, and tobacco.  In the 
coming years dozens of mega-projects financed by Brazil, China, Portugal, and private 
companies are planned to develop gas fields, biofuel projects, hydroelectric plants, ports, 
railways, coal mines, and aluminum plants.   
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Although international aid money is declining in proportion to Mozambique's growing 
GDP, Mozambique remains one of the most aid-dependent countries in the world.23  For 
example, Malawi and Tanzania, two countries at a similar level of development, receive 
only 60% of the per capita of the aid flowing to Mozambique (Cunguara and Hanlon, 
2012 p.624).  In 2012, commitments of 1.38 billion dollars were made by the various 
donors and organizations (Odamoz, 2012). The largest donors and lenders in 2011 were 
projected to be USAID, Millennium Challenge Corporation, United Kingdom, Sweden, 
the Netherlands, the World Bank, and Norway (Ziegler-Bohr, 2008).  For the most part, 
international aid in Mozambique focuses on human capital, infrastructure, and more 
recently, governance.   
 
Mozambique has been at the forefront of the recent donor shift to budget support; in 2008 
a quarter of aid was provided to support the Governments budget (Hanlon, 2011). 
Besides direct budget support, health, water and sanitation, transport, and storage also 
receive high levels of aid (Ziegler-Bohr, 2008). Between 85-90% of investments in the 
rural water sector are funded by donors (Abrams, 2007; UNICEF, 2011a).  This results in 
sometimes chaotic, and uncoordinated approach to rural water programs.   The major 
bilateral and multilateral donors in the rural water sector are the Netherlands, DFID, 
UNICEF, AfDB, MCC, CIDA, Ireland, SDC, EU, Austria, Water Aid, CARE, India and 
the World Bank (NRWSSP, 2009).   
 
Despite Mozambique's high levels of development aid and recent economic growth, 
poverty rates have not declined (Cunguara and Hanlon, 2012; Jones and Tarp, 2012). The 
2011 Human Development Rankings, based on education, life expectancy, and income, 
rank Mozambique as one of the poorest countries in the world24 (UNDP, 2011).  Less 
than half of Mozambique's population is literate, with men almost twice as likely to be 
literate than women (65% compared to 35%) (Census, 2007).  About 60% of the 
population lives under the poverty rate of $1.25 per day (UNDP, 2011).  In terms of 
education, health, and economic measures Nampula is one of the poorest provinces.25   
 
The under five mortality rates is high (142/1000 live births) and life expectancy in 
Mozambique hovers just over fifty years (UNDP, 2011).  The health sector faces a severe 
shortage of doctors, as well as problems with service delivery, technical quality, low 
morale of workers, poor record keeping, a shortage of electricity, shortages of equipment 
and drugs, and corruption (Lindelow et al., 2004). The three primary causes of death in 
the country are malaria, HIV/AIDS, and pre-natal complications.  The HIV/AIDS 
prevalence rate is estimated at 11.5%, with a high variation within the country (UNAIDS, 
2009). The highest infection rates are round in Sofala (26.5%) and Maputo city (20.7), 
while Northern provinces have rates less than 10%. 
 
                                                
23 In 2011, 16% of Mozambique's GDP came from bilaternal and multilaternal aid (UNICEF 2011).  .!
24 In the human development index Mozambique is ranked 184th out of 187 countries in the world. 
25 As measured by the HDI, the four poorest provinces are all in the north (Cabo Delgado, Niassa, Nampula 
and Zambezia).  Nampula has one of the highest total fertility rates in the country at 6.2 percent and the 
second highest under five mortality rate at 220/1000.  Life expectancy is only 43.7 years.  On the positive 
side, the HIV/AIDS infection rate is quite low (8.4%) in Nampula, compared to the national average 
(Tvedten, Paulo et al. 2009).  
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The poor water and sanitation situation in Mozambique also compounds poverty.  Less 
than half (47%) of the population had access to an improved water source in 2010 
(WHO/UNICEF, 2012a).  The discrepancy between rural and urban coverage is large:  
77% of urban dwellers have access to an improved water source, compared to only 29% 
of rural dwellers (WHO/UNICEF, 2012a).26 The most recent survey conducted in 
Nampula showed that approximately 33% of rural residents have access to an improved 
water source (PRONASAR, 2011).  Rural sanitation is sparse: only 17% of the 
population has access to improved sanitation and 58% of rural people practice open 
defecation (WHO/UNICEF, 2012b).  Despite the aid money invested in rural water, there 
is still a major shortfall in the annual average investment required to meet Millennium 
Development Goals (MDG) and it is unlikely that the MDG related to water and 
sanitation will be achieved in Mozambique (UNICEF, 2011b). 
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A historical perspective is helpful for understanding local perceptions of development in 
Nampula and the continued low standards of living in the province (and in Mozambique 
in general).  There have been a wide variety of outside interventions in Nampula justified 
in the name of economic development.   Although the interventions are diverse, the 
commonality in their approaches and results over a period of more than 200 years is 
disturbing.  The approaches all focus on economic development, as defined by a distant 
authority, in disregard of local cultural systems, priorities, and sovereignty.  As seen in 
the continuing high rates of poverty, these interventions have failed to leave a lasting 
positive impact on living standards.   This brief historical review also highlights how 
people refashion and resist policies that do not serve their interests, a response that will 
become relevant in relation to the RWP. 
 
The history of external interventions in Nampula justified in the name of development 
began with the official end of the slave trade.27  Beginning in the mid 1800s, much of 
central and northern Mozambique was leased out to charter companies to pacify and 
administer the regions, as well as to provide capital and labor to bring about economic 
development (Newitt, 1995 p.365).  In Nampula, however, the Portuguese met fierce and 
determined resistance from the Makhuwa confederacies and members of the coastal 
ruling families. The province was one of the last areas where colonial rules was 
established in the early 1900's (Newitt, 1995 p.398).    
 
In 1933 the Royal companies were abolished and Portugal assumed direct control over 
the colony of Mozambique. Taxes, forced cultivation of cash crops, and labor 
requirements were introduced by the Portuguese throughout Mozambique and viciously 
enforced.  The system of coercion instituted by the Portuguese, called chibalo, involved 
forced labor in low paid or underpaid work on sugar, sisal, and tea plantations and on 
roads and ports in the colony and the islands of São Tomé e Príncipe (Medeiros, 1995). 
                                                
26 Official statistics tend to understate the extent of water and sanitation problems, sometimes by a large 
factor.  For example, according to a 2010 MDG report for Mozambique, the rural water coverage rate was 
54% in 2009.   
27 Beginning in 1836, there were a series of decrees that cut back the slavery trade; although, forced labor 
continued through the 1960's (Newitt 1995; Dinerman 2001).    
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The Portuguese introduced forced cultivation of cotton in the north of Mozambique in the 
1930's.  Involving as many as 790,000 peasants at its height in 1944, cotton provided a 
boon to the Portuguese economy, but was thoroughly despised by the population 
(Isaacman, 1996 p.49).  Through the use of violence and coercion, small holder farmers 
were forced into a highly regimented work regime that dictated "not only what they 
should produce, but where they should live, how they should organize their day, with 
whom they should trade, and how to behave as 'rational economic beings'" (Isaacman, 
1996 p.1).  Through endless subterfuges peasants minimized their participation in the 
various cotton regimes (Isaacman, 1996).28 
 
Nampula residents suffered tremendously during the late colonial period, especially from 
the policies of chibalo and the forced cultivation of cotton.  As I will show, memories of 
these times, when the Portuguese controlled their labor and land and tried to impose 
limits on nearly every aspect of rural life, continue to shape the perceptions held by local 
men and women of foreigners and development interventions in Nampula.   
 
After a decade long struggle for independence, Mozambique became a sovereign nation 
in 1975.  The newly independent country, led by Samoro Machel and Frelimo,29 rapidly 
embarked on a new vision of development aligned with Marxist/Leninist philosophy.  
Frelimo's ambitious socialist plan was based on the nationalization of Portuguese 
plantations and property, land reform, and the government provision of schools and 
health clinics.  Between 1976-1982, Frelimo's agrarian strategy was based on abolishing 
large private companies, reducing the role of family farming and a moving towards state 
farms, state control of trading networks, and collective production (Pitcher, 1998 p.124).  
The State mandated the organization of communal villages with agricultural cooperatives 
to foster collective production and centralize the population around production and 
services like water, schools, health care, markets, and technical assistance. Thousands of 
people were resettled voluntarily or by force.   
 
The idea was to shift peasants from the countryside into urban and cosmopolitan centers 
of production. The villagization program (aldeias comunais) was accelerated in the early 
1980's, driven as much by security as development needs, when Renamo began to attack 
communities in Nampula.30  By mid-1984, there were 810 villages and 497 communal 
villages, lodging 648,796 and 914,197 people, respectively, or about 58 per cent of the 
population in Nampula (Dinerman, 2001 p.22).  In contrast, the brief experiment in 
collective agriculture involved only a small percentage of the population:  at its peak in 

                                                
28 These strategies included boiling cotton seeds to create an impression of barren soil, fleeing to 
neighboring territories with better conditions (e.g., from Mozambique to Nyasaland or Southern Rhodesia), 
and cultivating gardens in secret (Isaacman 1996). 
29 In 1962, with the armed liberation struggle against the Portuguese underway, several anti-colonial groups 
joined forces to form Frelimo (Frente de Liberação de Moçambique).  When Mozambique achieved 
national independence, the commander in chief of Frelimo, Samora Machel, became independent 
Mozambique's first unelected President. 
30 The reasons for the villigization program are highly contentious.  For a brief overview of this debate, see 
Dinerman (2001).  
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1980, only 11,000 people (or less than one percent of the population) were involved in 
some form of collective agriculture (Dinerman, 2001). 
 
While Frelimo programs did show early progress in health and education, the communal 
village program and state farms were a massive failure in Nampula. Villages were often 
located far from water, woodlands, and other necessary resources, and the promised 
services never arrived (Pitcher, 1998; Dinerman, 2001).  The centers lacked a viable 
economic base, and rural people were forced to leave behind productive land and cashew 
and fruit trees (Dinerman, 2001). The communes were left to wallow in poverty without 
economic opportunity (Pitcher, 1998; Dinerman, 2001). Rural people who were involved 
in these programs were left worse off than before and with a strong distaste of 
government programs (Pitcher, 1998).     
 
Before Mozambique truly had a chance to move forward as an independent socialist 
country, the country was disrupted by a 16-year war of destabilization.  Mozambique's 
independence and socialist ambitions were seen as a threat to neighboring countries still 
controlled by a minority white settler class.  South Africa and Rhodesia were also 
concerned about Mozambique controlling the ports that were so important to their 
economic welfare.  Following Mozambique's independence, a guerilla army, called the 
Mozambican National Resistance (Renamo), was created, directed and sponsored by 
Rhodesia to disrupt life in Mozambique and retaliate for the former's support of 
Zimbabwean guerrillas (Chingono, 1996). The group was first sponsored by the 
Rhodesian Intelligence Service, and after Zimbabwean independence, by the apartheid 
government in South Africa.  
 
Renamo became increasingly aggressive in the early 1980's, after a few sporadic attacks 
in the early years following independence. Government buildings, schools, health clinics, 
and economic infrastructure such as bridges, power lines, and railways were all targeted 
by Renamo in an attempt "to destroy all trust or belief in the government as an effective, 
protective or beneficent organization" (Newitt, 1995 p.570).  Brutal tactics of terror were 
unleashed on the population: women and children were murdered and physically maimed, 
and young men were frequently kidnapped and forced to commit horrific acts to initiate 
them into Renamo (Newitt, 1995 p.570).  Renamo reached Nampula province in 1983 
destroying every aspect of Frelimo’s programs from State farm equipment to communal 
villages (Pitchard 1998).  The conflict completely disrupted normal life in many districts 
of Nampula and forced families to hide in the bush without any government services for 
years at a time.   
 
In some areas, however, Renamo took on local roots fed by peasant discontent with 
Frelimo policies and the deteriorating economic situation (Hall, 1990; Young, 1990; 
Chingono, 1996).  One of Frelimo's development policies that angered residents of 
Nampula was the eradication of so called "traditional" customs and allegiances that were 
claimed to stand in the way of progress.  Frelimo's abaixo (down with) program targeted 
traditional authorities, as well as the practices of polygamy, traditional healing, and 
initiation rites that were important to Makhuwa culture.  In the district of Erati, Nampula, 
Geffray (1991) explains how these rural development policies left people feeling 
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alienated, humiliated, and insulted by Frelimo and led villagers to support the Renamo 
cause.   
 
A peace treaty was signed between Renamo and Frelimo in 1992.   The 16-year conflict 
had disrupted the entire social fabric of Mozambican society, taken more than one million 
lives, created 4 million refugees and displaced people, and left the country in an extreme 
economic crisis (Nordstrom, 1997).  The World Bank called Mozambique the poorest, 
and most aid-dependent country in the world (Plank, 1993).  Many Renamo members 
continue to hold a grudge against the Frelimo-dominated government, and feel that their 
needs and priorities have been marginalized in the development agenda.  As I will show, 
these perceptions also impact Renamo's participation in the RWP.   
 
Official development aid first became a part of the daily life of Mozambicans in the late 
1980's.  At that time, with the economy of Mozambique in shambles and conflict between 
Renamo and Frelimo continuing, Mozambique had little choice but to enter into a 
structural adjustment program with the IMF to continue to receive aid.  Structural 
adjustment meant aligning the country with neoliberal principles through the devaluation 
of the national currency, the removal of export taxes on key commodities like cashews, 
the privatization of certain industries, and cuts to government subsidies and funding for 
social programs.  Debt skyrocked during the 1980's, and by 1989 the 4.7 billion debt was 
366% of the GDP, by far the highest rate in the world (Hanlon, 1991). The number of aid 
organizations and NGOs working in Mozambique also exploded during the 80's from 
seven in 1980 to 180 in 1990 (Hanlon, 1991).    
 
Since the introduction of the structural adjustment programs in the late 1980's, donors 
with their own agendas have had significant control over the fate of Mozambique 
(Marshall, 1990).  The country's dependence on external aid and the leverage that other 
countries have on Mozambique's politics and economy impair national sovereignty 
(Hanlon, 1991; Plank, 1993).  In his book, Who calls the shots, Joseph Hanlon (1991) 
criticizes the disorganizing impact of so many aid agencies intent on doing things their 
own way and circumventing the government.  Hanlon (1991) gives many examples of 
how aid has destabilized and undermined the government and the economy.  He argues 
that neoliberal prescriptions, adopted by the country in the late 1980's, have increased 
poverty, eliminated jobs, and widened the economic distance between the rich and poor 
(Hanlon, 2007). 
 
Many contemporary development projects aimed to foster economic development also 
follow within this same pattern.  Profits from the successful extractive industries are 
largely captured by foreign companies and political elites in Mozambique, and don't 
trickle down to the majority of the population (Saul, 2011; Thaler, 2011; Cunguara and 
Hanlon, 2012). The majority of the jobs in these industries are given to foreigners and the 
companies have minimal local linkages (Thaler, 2011).  Many scholars of Mozambique 
have come to the conclusion that the natural resource based "mega projects" do not play a 
role in reducing poverty (Saul, 2011; Cunguara and Hanlon, 2012).  Not only have these 
projects failed to reduce poverty, but they also often disrupt the livelihoods of rural 
residents,  polluting water, displacing farmers, and taking land that isn't being used 
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"efficiently." Although 90% of the population is engaged in agriculture, the sector 
receives little aid money or government support and agricultural production has been 
stagnant for two decades (Cunguara and Hanlon, 2012). 
 
Local perceptions of development in Nampula are shaped by the history of violent and 
coercive policies and programs that have disrupted livelihoods and social life without 
meeting the needs of residents.  A wide range of outsiders have profited from the labor 
and resources of residents in Nampula, while living standards have not fundamentally 
improved in the province.  This context shapes the poor citizen-state relations and the 
general suspicion and distrust citizens of Nampula feel towards government and 
development projects (Geffray, 1991; West, 1997; Serra, 2003).   
 
One relevant area where the suspicion and distrust of outsiders and development has 
manifested itself is in the popular belief in coastal Nampula that cholera was introduced 
by the state to kill people.   Over the last 15 years this belief led to social upheaval, riots, 
and violence targeted at government officials, community leaders, and NGOs (Hanlon, 
2009).  Carols Serra's (2003) excellent study investigates the reasons behind this belief 
between 1998-2002.  Serra begins with the assertion that rural people's belief that the rich 
and powerful outsiders put cholera in their water was rational and logical given the 
historical interactions local people have had with outsiders, in a pattern that began with 
colonialism and continues with NGO workers.  To explain the violence Serra also 
identifies the similarity between the Portuguese words cholera (cólera) and chlorine 
(cloro), which is used to treat contaminated wells.  Suspicion was also aroused by local 
radio broadcasts that announced that cholera was coming.  Local people did not 
understood how the government could know that cholera was coming unless they were 
responsible for bringing it there.31 
 
When Serra interviewed local people in Nampula in relation to these beliefs they reported 
feeling neglected and deceived by the government, as well as NGO's and community 
leaders perceived as being affiliated with the government.  Local people interviewed by 
Serra described NGOs and government officials as only helping a small group of elites, 
failing to deliver benefits, and, in general, making life more difficult for people.  Serra 
makes the subtle, but important point that the rural protests associated with cholera 
express a frustration with elites who fail to keep their promises, and not a dismissal of the 
State or modernization.   
 

                                                
31 The relevance of Serra's study has unfortunately not faded away.  In the last couple years there have been 
repeated attacks on NGO workers and government officials accused of spreading cholera to poor 
populations.  In 2009, an angry mob beat up and killed a Red Cross activist in Mongicual, accusing health 
care workers of spreading the cholera, when in fact they were treating the wells with chlorine to prevent 
cholera.  A series of other violent attacks associated with these beliefs about cholera resulted in the deaths 
of 16 people and the destruction of dozens of homes in 2009 (Hanlon 2009).  The following year, in 2010, 
an angry mob armed with machetes and clubs attacked a health post, a school, and a Frelimo office in 
Moma, accusing him of spreading cholera.  When the police responded, the leader of the mob was shot and 
killed, three other people were injured.  In 2011, two incidents of violence were reported in Cabo Delgado;  
health clinics were damaged and the homes of local officials were vandalized and looted.  
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The research of Harry West (1997) reinforces Serra's arguments.  In Northern 
Mozambique, West found that people were frustrated with the lack of development and 
modernization that they were promised, but never resulted after the war.  He argues that 
rural people have seen only elites experience the benefits of these elusive development 
promises (West, 1997).  Development goals, focused on economic growth and increasing 
GDP, have, for the most part, been fashioned to meet the needs of donors, corporations, 
foreign investors, and local elites, rather than the needs of the majority of the population. 
In Chapters 6 and 7, I will show how these historical experiences come into play shaping 
the perceptions and responses people have to the RWP.   
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Residents of Nampula invoke many different meanings to talk about development.  In my 
interviews I found that development was associated with abstract values (freedom and 
liberty), infrastructure (schools, hand-pumps, hospitals), corporeal feelings (health, 
cleanliness), material objects (clothing, motorcycles, metal roofs), and personal progress  
(education, independence, beauty).  Local discourses about development are broader and 
more ambiguous than the predominant Western conception of development as economic 
growth and improved living standards achieved through "projects." 
 
Most men and women I talked to were more positive about the changes they experienced 
over their lifetimes than other researchers found and development statistics indicate.32  
Overall, men and women were proud of the development in their community over the last 
20 years.  These perceptions of progress should be understood in relation to the recent 
history of colonialism and war.  For all but the youngest respondents, the "past" is 
associated with war, instability, and coercion.  Considering this context, it is not 
surprising that "development" is, first and foremost, related to individual liberty and 
freedom.  Men and women comment that they are happy that they can sleep in their own 
homes and are free to farm and travel when they want.   When asked how he would 
describe development Alberto, a middle aged curandeiro in Chilipane responded:   
 

Now we have development.  In the past, during the war, we were always running 
and couldn't stay in our house.  I didn't have the opportunity to go to other places to 
work, but now I can travel for my work.  For me this is better.  I can't say 
development is this or that, but now I am happy that I can sleep in my house. 

 
For many women simply having time to relax and converse with other women is a major 
improvement from the past.  A very old woman named Hatisha responded: "Women's 
lives are better now, they have time to talk to each other, time to laugh and be together."  
Maria, similarly says, that "in the past women couldn't just sit and converse together like 
they do now because "men didn't like this and there was a lot of war." 
 

                                                
32 I attribute this finding to several factors: the recent nature of my work; the fact that I did not work in the 
coastal districts;  the rural basis of my research;  and the way I asked my interview questions, which 
provided respondents with more space to articulate their own conceptions of development. !
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The older muene in Namnahipiri who remembers the suffering of the colonial times 
commented:   
 

"The colonials didn’t have cars, we had to carry them and the crops on our shoulders, 
and we also had to carry the régulo.  We suffered a lot.  Today ‘ninguém carrega 
outra' (nobody carries anybody else); this is development. Whatever you want to do, 
you can do and you will succeed."   

 
As the munene said, the simple ability to do what he wants without being beholden to or 
beneath somebody else is development.  For other people liberty and freedom is not 
enough to count as development if it doesn't bring a change in living standards.  Consider 
the comment of a 40 year old man in Namanhipiri, who says that development hasn't 
started in the community:  "Things are just like the past, if one or two people have 
motorcycles, this is not development.  The only things that have changed are the colonial 
things, the colonials hit us and took our wives and our livestock.  Now we don't have 
these worries, but we also don't have development."  Clearly, the word development 
means different things to different people, and the interpretation of the word 
"development" shapes people's opinion on whether they have it or not. 
 
Residents of Nampula commonly associated infrastructure projects with development.   
When I asked men and women what were the signs of development33 in their community, 
they often listed health clinics, maternity clinics, roads, bridges, schools, or water 
supplies.34  Many middle-aged and older women, who weren't allowed to go to school, or 
had their schooling disrupted during the war, identified girl's education as an important 
sign of development.  Community members perceived these services as something 
everyone should be expected to receive from the government.   
 
Men were more likely than women to note freedom of movement - symbolized by the 
increase in motorcycles and bicycles on the roads - as a sign of development. Improved 
transportation options have allowed people to travel with greater ease to nearby markets, 
schools, and hospitals.  Other signs of development noted by male and female 
respondents include markets, chapa zinco (tin roofs for houses), the availability of 
clothing, larger fields, and more opportunities to sell their crops. 
          
Not everyone had such positive impressions of development.  For some, especially older 
men and women, development is associated with negative changes that they perceive as 
promoting immoral behavior, eroding tradition, and negatively impacting family 
relations.  These negative changes noted by older people often express a nostalgia for a 
past where respect, obedience, and hard work was apparently more common.   As one 
older woman said: "In the past we listened to old people and this is not done any more.  
Young people had to obey those older than them or they were beaten.  Now this does not 
happen."  I heard many stories about young men who enter houses sem vergonha 

                                                
33 In the interviews we most commonly used the Portuguese term "desenvolvimento."  As already noted, 
this term is tied to a historical and political context and means different things to different people.  !
34 The RWP was also frequently mentioned as a sign of development in the community, but I suspect this 
had a lot to do with my link to the project and the recent installation of the handpump.!
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(without shame) and steal plates, clothes, and animals, or women who go to the markets 
and have sex with any man who gives her money.  For some old people, these negative 
changes were attributed to the disappearance of traditions related to ancestor veneration.  
 
Although most people do feel that they have experienced "development" in some form, 
everyone speaks clearly of the challenges that remain.  The major preoccupation in my 
five research communities is poor health and premature death.  For children, diarrhea and 
malaria are the most serious health issues, while men and women are afflicted by a range 
of diseases including leprosy, tuberculosis, bilharzia, malaria, and filariasis, as well as 
simple infections, aching teeth, and pregnancy complications.  Residents complain about 
the long distances to the health clinic, and women tell stories about giving birth on the 
road before they reached the hospital.  Besides health, people commonly note the long 
distances to water, lack of jobs, lack of income, deficiency of markets, and the poor 
conditions and distances to schools as major problems they face in their life.  Thus, from 
the perspective of rural residents water access is only one small piece of the larger 
development picture. 
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In general, local perceptions of "projetos de desenvolvimento," (development projects, 
often referred to simply as "projetos" by respondents) were more negative than 
perceptions of development broadly defined.35  There seems to be a separation made by 
local people between development as a sort of naturally occurring process resulting from 
the end of war (a concept similar to positive change, or well being), and development as a 
"project."  In contrast to the notion of development as positive change, projetos are 
implemented by "outsiders," require local participation and have specific aims.  Thus, 
from the perspective of local people they look quite similar to the series of destructive 
development encounters they experienced in the past.  Considering this history, it is 
possible to understand why local people might resist "outsiders" telling them how to 
behave and live their lives.  This type of development actually stands in the way of the 
idea of development as freedom and liberty.   
 
Most people in Nampula have had some experience with a development project.  To 
many respondents, a development project looks like a fleeting set of white cars, 
complicated forms, and meetings that do not result in lasting material benefits.  After 
listing several signs of development in the community, including a small mill recently 
installed by an NGO, a man in Nahuluco admitted: These changes don't last a long time, 
like the mill that is already broken. It looks like development, but it doesn't last."   Many 
people told stories of attending meetings and being part of a project without receiving the 
assistance they expected.  Often the "project" just left and people didn't know why.  Even 
the community leaders were unclear about which organizations/projects were operating in 
their community, and what the goals of the project were.  In Mutuala, a middle-aged man 
trying to recollect the projects in the community said, "There was one project for raising 

                                                
35 When I asked the question: "How would you describe the changes in your life over the last 20 years," my 
research subjects generally talked positively about the "development" in their lives, but when I asked 
specifically about projetos, the responses tended to be more negative.   



 74 

chicken.  They gave us some chickens, but the project stopped, I don’t know why.  We 
never earned any money because all the chickens died."  There were also stories of 
corruption in relation to development.  The imam in Namanhipiri told me about a 
government loan project where money was supposed to be allocated to local people for 
businesses.  He explained that the program never worked and only a couple people ever 
received the money. 
   
Women have similar stories.  A woman in Chilapane said that Save the Children had a 
project in the community to help mothers during pregnancy.  She said that while the 
project would take them to the hospital, it wasn't possible to request transport from the 
projeto due to the lack of cell phone service and there was no help given to the women at 
the hospital.  Another woman told me about a projeto that gave her and some other 
women special sweet potatoes to plant and sell, but when they harvested the potatoes, 
nobody came to buy them.   
 
These stories of projects that failed for some reason or another were ubiquitous.  In 
general, the projects were not well adapted to the local context, poorly planned, and not 
well communicated to the people they were supposed to benefit.  Men and women shared 
a general feeling that it was not worth committing time, money, or energy to a 
development project, unless there was something to gain in the short term.  As I will 
show, many of these issues noted by residents in relation to other development projects 
are also relevant to the RWP. 
 
In general, development projects are perceived by local residents as something coming 
from the "outside" that the general population has little control over.  Men and women 
see the leaders of the community as the ones controlling and benefiting from 
development.  These same perceptions are also relevant at the handpumps.  Leaders are 
known for channeling development projects to their advantage by locating key services 
next to their house, advocating for projects that suit their interests, and signing their 
families up for committees that promise material advantages.  This role played by leaders 
in relation to development has a long history and is not always perceived negatively by 
the population.   For example, in Mecupus, the chief acted as the gatekeeper to 
development projects, but his actions were well respected by everyone I interviewed and 
perceived as fair.  In Chapter 7, I show how the residents disapprove of the actions of 
other leaders who try to control the RWP.   
 
Renamo members were especially pessimistic about development projects.  There are  
strong linkages between development and the Frelimo controlled government at both the 
national and local level.  Most Renamo members feel that they have no voice in the 
development process and that they are left out of development projects.  I heard stories 
that the Frelimo officials did not give elderly Renamo members the monthly stipends 
they were entitled to, and in communities where the majority of the population identified 
with Renamo government services were denied.   
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The gender and development discourses articulated at different levels are also important 
in framing my research. Following a similar pattern to the previous section, I start by 
describing the international and national discourses related to gender and development in 
Mozambique, and then explore some key historical moments in Mozambique that 
influence contemporary understandings of women's relationships to development.  At the 
end of the section, I draw on my ethnographic research to provide a different perspective 
of how women see themselves in relation to development.   

International and national discourses 
 
It is likely that Mozambique will meet the Millennium Development Goals for "gender 
equity and empowering women."  These goals measure the ratio of girls to boys in 
primary education, women's literacy rates, and the proportion of seats held by women in 
the national parliament.   In 2010, 39% of parliament was composed of women, among 
the highest percentage in the world.  However, despite the progress that has been made, 
women continue to lag behind men in practically all areas.  For example, men are almost 
twice as likely to be literate than women (65% compared to 35%) (Census, 2007).   
 
In relation to the rest of Mozambique, women in Nampula are described in the 
development literature as being particularly oppressed due to Makhuwa cultural traditions 
and the influence of Islam.  These perspectives are clearly expressed in a recent report by 
the development research institute CMI.  The report claims that rural women in Nampula 
are disadvantaged due to "the continued significance of cultural practices such as 
initiation rights, emphasizing the obligations of girls/women towards men; the strong 
hold Islam continues to have and its advocacy of the supremacy of men; and the dearth of 
employment and income options for women” (Tvedten et al., 2009 p.6).   
 
The areas that receive the most attention from national and international development 
organizations working on gender issues in Mozambique are economic participation, 
education, domestic violence, and political participation (Tvedten et al., 2008 p.2).  In the 
late 1980's a range of civil society organizations and NGOs lobbying for women's rights 
and gender equality were created in Mozambique (Arnfred, 2011).  WLSA (Women and 
Law in Southern Africa), founded in 1989, is a regional NGO that conducts research 
related to women's rights in six countries:  Mozambique, Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, 
Swaziland, Zambia, and Zimbabwe (WLSA, 2011).  In Mozambique, the umbrella 
organization, Forum Mulher, organizes and coordinates national and international NGOs 
and government institutions around specific women's issues such as:  domestic violence, 
economic rights, political participation, sexual rights, and education.36  OMM 
(Organização da Mulher Mocambicana) is the national women's organization. 
 
                                                
36 Other civil society organizations active in the gender field in Mozambique are:  Muleide, FDC 
(Foundation for the Development of the Community), AMODEFA (Mozambican Association for the 
Defense of the Family), Mozambican Human Rights League, AMCS (Association of Women in the 
Media), AMMCJ (Mozambican Association of Women in Legal Careers), AMRU (Association of Rural 
Women), ANSA (Association for Food Security and Nutrition), COMUTRA (Working Women’s 
Committee of the Mozambican Workers’ Organization – Trade Union Federation (OTMCS), and the 
CAME Network (Network for the Defense of Children’s Rights). 
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In the Mozambique government, the Ministry for Women and the Coordination of Social 
Action (MMAS) and the National Directorate for Women (DNM) are the primary entities 
responsible for gender mainstreaming and the promotion of women's issues.  In theory, 
gender perspectives and policies are integrated into national and provincial government 
levels using "gender units."  In each of the Ministries considered relevant to gender issues 
such as education, health, and agriculture there are "gender units" responsible for 
coordinating the focal points at each of the Ministry’s national and provincial directorates 
(Tvedten et al., 2008).   
 
In the development arena, multilateral agencies such as UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA, and 
UNIFEM all contribute to gender responsive programs and policies.  Gender equality was 
a major objective for the Government of Mozambique in its Poverty Reduction Strategy 
(PARPA II)37, and women's empowerment was specifically mentioned as a key element 
in poverty reduction (Tvedten et al., 2008).  Neither domestic agencies nor international 
organizations have a strong focus on gender within the water sector. 
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Perspectives of women's roles and work are enmeshed in deep historical, political, and 
socio-cultural configurations.  Looking at some key historical moments shows how the 
frames for understanding women's roles and issues have changed over time in response to 
political and development priorities. The roots of contemporary development discourses 
about women's empowerment begin with the formation of Frelimo during the war for 
independence.   
 
In the 1960's, Frelimo promoted women's involvement in the struggle for independence.38  
In the north, in particular, where the armed struggle against the Portuguese colonialism 
began, “woman became known as exemplars of revolutionary zeal, promoting equality, 
pictured carrying arms, and embodying ideas about the possibilities for women under 
socialism” (Sheldon, 2002 p.119).   Women were not just active feeding soldiers, serving 
as teachers and nurses, mobilizing populations, and transporting materials, but they also 
participated in combat (Arnfred, 1988; Sheldon, 2002 p.126).  A female soldier group 
Destacamento Feminino (DF) was established as part of Frelimo's armed forces and 
hundreds of women underwent guerilla training, with an unknown number advancing to 
positions of authority (Sheldon, 2002 p.124). 
 
Official material distributed by Frelimo linked the struggle for independence to women’s 
struggle for emancipation.  The “Hymn of the Mozambican Woman” demonstrates this 
connection and also directly names the “forces of oppression”:  

 

                                                
37 PARPA outlines the strategic vision for the reduction of poverty, the main objectives and the key 
activities to be implemented, and also guides the preparation of annual budgets, programmes and policies. 
38 Women also played a major role during the Renamo/Frelimo war, both in battle and supporting functions.  
Over 10,000 women were trained in militias to combat Renamo and some women also fought for Renamo 
(Sheldon 2002).  

!
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“…She is the Emancipated Mozambican Woman 
Who destroys the forces of oppression 
Firmly struggling against old ideas 
Ignorance, obscurantism, polygamy and lobolo [bridewealth payments] 
Rising to see the certainty of victory 
Knowing that victory is built with sacrifice” (cited in Sheldon 2002 p.140). 

 
This hymn alludes to the perceived roots of women's oppression (old ideas, ignorance, 
and tradition) and prescribes a way for women to emancipate themselves.  Frelimo's early 
socialist policies attacked the "obscurantist traditional beliefs" that apparently oppressed 
and humiliated women (Arnfred, 2011).  The traditions of polygamy, lobolo, initiation 
rites, hereditary and forced marriages, and divorce became targets of Frelimo and the 
OMM (Kruks and Wisner, 1989 p.158; Sheldon, 2002).  These practices were labeled 
“rural social problems” without an understanding for the context in which they emerged.  
Many of the customs labeled oppressive and marked for denunciation were part of 
women’s identity (Sheldon, 2002 p.131).  For example, the initiation rites were portrayed 
by OMM as “the supreme expression of male dominance and female subordination,” 
while they were fiercely defended by women themselves as a "kind of free space" where 
they could be without men and collectively define a strong and confident female identity 
(Arnfred, 1988 p.8). In their promotion of the nuclear family and patriliny, Frelimo and 
OMM also threatened the practice of matriliny and matrilocality that was a source of 
social authority for women in Nampula (Arnfred, 1988 p.10).   
 
After achieving independence, women's problems were no longer a primary concern of 
Frelimo, although the party continued the discourse of women's emancipation along the 
lines of socialist philosophy. The central struggle was directed away from the relationship 
between men and women and towards the unity of exploited men and women together 
against the social order (Arnfred, 2011 p.32). According to the classic socialist 
perspective articulated by Frelimo, women’s oppression is rooted in private property and 
their isolation in the family sphere.  Based on this logic, Samora Machel, the Frelimo 
leader, argued that women’s emancipation would be achieved with their integration into 
productive roles in the economy and society (Kruks and Wisner, 1989 p.154; Sheldon, 
2002). Meeting this goal meant "engaging women in production (whether in the factory 
or the agricultural cooperative) and abolishing the old ideas that prevent women from 
fully producing in public and social life as citizens" (Arnfred, 2011 p.32).  
 
Women’s entrance into the political process was prescribed by Frelimo as one of the keys 
for women to overcome their isolation and "backward traditions." Ironically, decision 
making under the new government was highly centralized and the peasantry was denied a 
voice in the new political process (Kruks and Wisner, 1989 p.155). Women were 
excluded from planning the development activities envisioned by Frelimo and there was 
no organization to advise how development activities might impact women.   
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The gains made for women during the early years of Frelimo were only realized for the 
small number of women working for a wage in urban centers.39  While Frelimo addressed 
issues like equal pay and improved working conditions, Sheldon (2002) argues that 
women made few strategic gains during the early years of Frelimo. Strategic gender 
claims are those related to the broader issues of how women were subordinated to men.  
Basic assumptions about women's responsibility for food provision and childcare went 
unquestioned, and national politics remained dominated by men (Sheldon, 2002).  
Women's participation in public life was promoted within approved gender roles; women 
were called upon to maintain public buildings, fight contagious diseases, promote 
hygiene, and educate their children (Arnfred, 2011 p.34). 
 
Frelimo never seriously addressed the domestic division of labor, and in fact “warned 
[women] not to demand the participation of their men in household tasks, but to hope that 
their own example of hard work would encourage their husbands to assist” (Kruks and 
Wisner, 1989 p.160).  The campaigns initiated by leaders of the national women's 
organization (OMM) aimed to educate women to be better mothers and housekeepers, 
rather than producers (Kruks and Wisner, 1989).  Women’s role in agricultural 
production and responsibilities carrying firewood water, caring for children, and 
providing health care continued to be undervalued and ignored.     
 
Frelimo's approach to women's oppression and the path to emancipation was out of step 
with the daily lives of women, especially rural women.  The brand of socialism promoted 
by Frelimo was tied to a Western context and definite ideas about modernization. 
Women's progress was seen as a uni-linear process where traditional women were 
oppressed, and modern women were emancipated.  This simple philosophy left no room 
to explore women's spaces of autonomy and power in "traditional society" (Arnfred, 
1988).   
 
In 1984, women were given the opportunity to talk about their lives and articulate their 
own problems in preparation of the OMM conference aimed at revising the existing 
policy on women's issues (Arnfred, 2011).  Women were involved in lively discussions 
all over the country and were for the first time provided the official political space to 
speak on the basis of their "own felt needs and concerns, not in isolation but as part of a 
national movement with the prospect of changing their own lives" (Arnfred, 1988 p.14). 
Women emphasized the importance of many of the "traditional practices," rather than 
criticize them according to official expectations (Sheldon, 2002 p.139). Rural women in 
the North were especially defensive of their initiation rituals and marital systems, and felt 
their positions threatened by the "modernization" that Frelimo spoke of (Arnfred, 2011 

                                                
39 There were some gains made for women during the early years of Frelimo including:  improved child 
care services, greater political representation, equal pay, improved working conditions, increased 
involvement in the local justice systems, and the establishment of schools and skill training for women. 
These policies, however, primarily benefited the lives of the small number of women working for a wage, 
and most men continued to be strongly opposed to their wives earning an income or being involved in 
political activity (Sheldon 2002). 
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p.127).  Women's criticism also focused on the household division of labor and the need 
for men to take on their share of housework and childcare (Sheldon, 2002 p.139). 
 
Unfortunately, little came of this new information or the concluding conference where 
the results of the surveys were presented.  The final document, vetted by an all-male 
Political Bureau, omitted many of the politically charged issues and instead focused on  
the nurturing role of women and family relations (Kruks and Wisner, 1989 p.156). At the 
conference itself, the plenary sessions were controlled by men, and rather than serving as 
a powerful movement for social change, women's demands were muted and depoliticized 
(Arnfred, 1988).  
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The historical moment discussed in the last section is instructive of how women and 
gender are currently approached by the Mozambican government and development 
organizations. A recent overview of the gender policies in Mozambique revealed that 
"gender" is often integrated into development programs to satisfy donor demands, 
without sufficient knowledge of the complex realties of gender relations in Mozambique 
(Tvedten et al., 2008 p.43).  Even OMM (the national women's organization) is criticized 
for being distant from women's real concerns.  Due to the close relationship between the 
Frelimo government and OMM, the organization takes a conservative approach and 
focuses on women's roles in the family and home, rather than challenging larger 
questions of inequality and power relations (Arnfred, 1988; Kruks and Wisner, 1989; 
Sheldon, 2002; Arnfred, 2011).    
 
Critical evaluations of government approaches have come to similar conclusions about 
their limited concrete impact on the ground (Tvedten et al., 2008). While the gender and 
development discourses are carefully included in development plans, for the most part 
little concrete action has been taken and the issues remained depoliticized (Arnfred, 
2011).  Despite the fact that all development agencies claim to work on "women's issues," 
in 2008, the only multi-lateral or bi-lateral agency in Mozambique with a full time gender 
officer in place, or a gender policy and strategy, was CIDA (Tvedten et al., 2008).   
 
In development and government, it is still predominantly urban males who decide what 
are "women's issues" and how these issues should be addressed.  The top-down way 
development organizations frame women’s oppression and emancipation is often distant 
from women’s own needs and desires and isolated from the cultural context, just as it was 
during Mozambique's early socialist policies that sought to eradicate traditional beliefs 
and affiliations. 
 
There are some interesting parallels between the early socialist rhetoric in Mozambique 
concerning women and contemporary development discourses surrounding water 
projects.  Consistent with the socialist goals of moving women out of the confines of 
domestic life and into productive roles, the aim of most water projects is to cut down the 
time women spend in domestic roles (water collection) so that they can allocate more 
time to productive activities.  In both contexts, "modern" practices are also valued over 
"traditional" customs.  In the water sector, this means that everything that happens at the 
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"traditional" water sources is devalued and seen to oppress women, while the "modern" 
handpump is associated with progress and women's empowerment.   In my struggle to 
interpret the impacts of the handpump, I head Arnfred's (1988) advice that "the past is not 
simply one of 'oppression,' nor is the future an obvious 'progression.' Women in 
Mozambique may have a lot to gain from development, but they have something to lose 
as well" (Arnfred, 1988 p.9). 
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In my interviews, women in Nampula, like men, are typically positive about the changes 
they experienced in their lifetimes.  Women describe development in a way that is 
unfamiliar in the Western discourse and frame their understandings based on past 
memories of insecurity and violence. For example, in nearly every interview I had with 
women they linked development to cleanliness.  Women explained that they could now 
take better care of themselves, wear nice clothes, and bathe everyday with soap, whereas 
in the past women wore the same clothes for many years, didn't have soap, and were 
often unable to bathe in the river for fear of being attacked by rebels.  In Namanhipiri, 
women woefully recalled how they had to wear clothes made out of tree bark during the 
war. Men are also aware of these changes, as Agostino in Mecupus comments, "In the 
past women didn’t take baths very much, now women are more beautiful and clean, so 
much that people from the past wouldn’t recognize them.     
 
Women in Nampula feel good when they have time to relax and converse with other 
women, when their family is healthy, and when they can farm with their husbands.   In 
my interviews, women told me that they hope that their children can go to school and 
then care for them when they get old.  In a good year, a family has enough food to eat and 
women have some personal spending money that they can use to buy new clothes or 
cooking supplies. Makhuwah women are proud of the roles they play in the community 
and spiritual events and like to be consulted about decisions that impact their lives.  In the 
Makhuwah culture, women are respected for cooking, working in the fields, and being 
good mothers.  These understandings sound much different from the way development or 
women's empowerment is described in development discourses.  In Chapter 7, I show 
how these are the values that motivate women's responses to the handpump, rather than 
the goal of economic gain presumed by policy makers. 
 
In some ways women's lives have also "progressed" in line with Western feminist 
understandings.  Women also associate development with their increased participation in 
community life, their ability to engage in commercial activities, and their greater say in 
household affairs.  Both men and women commented that women today have greater 
independence in decision-making and more opportunities to be involved in community 
affairs than they did in the past.  In Namanhipiri a middle aged man commented: 
"Women didn't have rights for anything in the past, but now that they have these rights 
and participate in community meetings, they are no longer slaves to their husbands."  The 
female president of the water committee in Mecupus remarked that, "when women 
started meeting together with men and being part of committees, like this one (the water 
committee), this was a big step forward for women."    
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Men and women share the perception that women now perform a wider range of roles in 
society and have more freedom to enter these roles.  As the chief in Mecupus explained: 
"Whatever men do, women now do too.  They have the right (direto) to do all the work 
that men do."  He mentions the woman who is the local administrator and adds that 
women in the past could not sell things like firewood and panellas de barros (clay pots), 
or do ganho/ganho (labor on someone else's field) for money.  Women proudly gave 
examples of other women who had become teachers, nurses, or community health 
workers.  Women organize poupanças, dance in competitions in other villages, sell crops, 
participate in agricultural associations, and travel to markets on bicycles.  These are all 
major changes for women; as one woman said, "In the past women didn't know how to do 
these things and they would wait for their husbands to bring everything."  Another 
woman added, "In the past women didn't know anything, estavam fechadas não tinham 
palavra (they were closed and didn't have words)."   
 
Like men, women told me stories about development projetos failing for some reason or 
another.  However, women did note positive aspects of their participation in projetos.  
These positive aspects were most commonly related to information they gathered about 
children's health issues.  Women described to me what they had learned from project 
meetings: the need to go to the health clinic before they gave birth; the importance of 
vaccines, the purpose of mosquito nets, and the recommendation not to give babies 
liquids other than breast milk.  However, most women remained skeptical that their 
participation was worth the potential benefits. I talked to one community organizer 
employed by a health related NGO who explained that on the first day when she meets 
with a new group of women, they want to know what she will give them and lose interest 
if she can offer them no tangible benefit.   
 
Participation in a project did have important symbolic value for women, even if it didn't 
bring them material benefits.  Women were proud to tell me that they had participated in 
a projeto. I suspect some of their enthusiasm can be attributed to my presence - and their 
tendency to tell me what they supposed I wanted to hear based of my association with 
development and foreign ideas.  When I took photos of women after focus groups or 
interviews, the women who had participated in a development project ran inside their 
home to find an object that was given to them by a projeto (T-shirts, hats, notebooks, 
bicycles), often borrowing from other women, so they could demonstrate their affiliation 
with development in their photo (Image 4.4.0 and 4.4.1).  Other symbols of modernity 
(pants for women, money, pens, radios, books, plastic cookware, sunglasses, and close 
toed shoes) were also incorporated into these photos, illustrating the mélange of symbols 
associated with modernity and development in the rural communities. Using plastic 
buckets to collect water rather than clay or tin buckets was also identified by women as a 
sign of wealth and "development" (Image 4.4.2).  The RWP is another symbol of 
modernity; in Chapter 7 I show how people publically perform their feelings about 
development in the way they use the handpump.   
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Image 4.4.0:  Woman proudly holding a chart about good nutrition from a health organization, and 
wearing the shirt given to her for participating in the project.   
 

 
 
 
Image 4.4.1:  Women dressed in pants and the shirts and hats given to them for participating in a 
Save the Children project. 
 

 
 
Image 4.4.2:  Woman posing with her plastic buckets and plastic cookware, wearing a hat from Save 
the Children. 
 
Due to the fact that many development projects in Nampula have focused on nutrition, 
health, and hygiene and targeted women in these activities, there is a perception in the 
communities that development projects are for women.  Consider the comment from a 
man in Mutuala when I asked him if men had also experienced development:  "They 
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[men] don’t have an association [like the women do], but they [men] too have developed.  
Because men put their wives in associations, and projects like SANA [a health project].  
For this men too have developed a little.  If you are ignorant then you won’t accept these 
things."  Thus, men can "develop" by allowing their wives to participate in projects even 
if development projetos are not available to them.   
 
A minority of men and women in each community, who tended to be over 40 years old, 
had more negative opinions of how women's lives have changed.  The following quotes, 
the first by a woman and the second by a man, illustrate the ambivalence expressed by 
this older generation:   
 

"Now we do what we want.  Women have information now about health, hygiene, 
and how to take care of and clean the house.  Women can now go to meetings with 
the government…..In the past people didn’t get married as early as they do today.  
In the past, people had to go to church to get married.  Now girls get pregnant when 
they are not ready - they are just kids and don’t have the conditions for it.  We have 
a democracy and we can do whatever we want.  In the past, to get married you 
needed the permission of you aunt and father." 
 
"Now women don’t have good behavior.  They wear short clothes and walk around 
qualquer maneira (any which way) with men.  Women today are bem 
desenvolvidas (well developed); they braid their hair, take baths, and sell cabanga.   
In the past women didn’t know how to wear short clothes because they obeyed the 
old people." 

 
These quotes evoke a variety of practices, values, and symbols associated with change 
and development.  Many people had a difficult time interpreting these changes and 
judging whether the "development" women experienced was good or bad.  A provocative 
event that I witnessed in Mecupus brings together many of the themes explored in this 
chapter: 
 

Hortencia and I are driving slowly down the dirt path that runs through the village, 
snaking our way to the chief's house where we will stay.  When we are within sight 
of his house, I see a large gathering assembled. The chief greets us with enthusiasm 
and invites us over to explain what is happening.  Around 30 people, roughly 20 
men and 10 women are gathered in a circle on the ground or on tree trunks.  In the 
middle of a circle there is a woman sitting on the ground staring at her feet.  Next to 
her is a wooden stake where four goats are tied.  The chief loudly explains to us in 
Portuguese, so the group can all hear, that the woman stole the goats.  With a laugh 
he says "estamos desenvolvidos.  OMM ja entrou.  Agora a mulher podia robbar o 
mesmo dos homens."  (We are developed, OMM [the national women's 
organization] has arrived.  Now women can rob just like men).  About half of the 
people gathered joined in his laughter (probably those that understood his 
Portuguese). 

 



 84 

This event illustrates the contradictions of "development" and how national discourses 
can play out in ironic ways at the local level.  The chief laughs at the unexpected effects 
of "development," and perhaps questions what will happen if women are able to do 
everything men can do.  The idea that development is tied to women's emancipation and 
their ability to do what men can do is historically linked to the discourses espoused by 
Frelimo during the war for independence.  These discourses resonate with the goals of 
contemporary development projects and trickle down into subjectivities and vocabulary 
of local people. 
 
Development is associated with many different, and often contradictory, experiences and 
emotions for residents of Nampula, and the process and end goals of development are 
more contested and ambiguous than national and international descriptions of 
development make it look in their neat statistics about poverty and economic growth.  
The single word desenvolvimento signifies a range of concepts for men and women in 
Nampula:  from material progress and improved living standards to freedom and 
emancipation.40  
 
Development indicators fail to represent the views of men and women and are divorced 
from the cultural and historical context.  Given the state of insecurity that rural residents 
of Nampula lived in for nearly three decades, it is no surprise that their understandings of 
development are closely connected to freedom, independence and control over their own 
labor.  For women, development is also associated with cleanliness, beauty, relationships 
with other women, and participating in community affairs and projetos.   
 
These descriptions of development and change present a much different picture than the 
one offered by the development statistics where women are described as oppressed and 
stymied in poverty.  The RWP offers an opportunity to further explore local perceptions 
of development and the unpredictable effects of development. Local perceptions of the 
handpumps are also shaped by a mix of development discourses and local notions of 
positive change.  Ideas of development are inscribed in the practices and policies of the 
RWP, and reconfigured by men and women to fit their needs.    
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loosely and ambiguously as it was used by my respondents. 
!
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This chapter aims to provide a rich description of the many ways water use and collection 
are connected to rural life in Nampula, focusing on the time period before the 
handpumps.  The chapter begins with a description of the customary water sites and 
people's perceptions of their water situation.  The second section discusses gender roles 
in relation to water practices, and the third section explores how water is used in social, 
ritual, and ceremonial contexts.  The chapter concludes, in section four, with a 
description of the social interactions that take place at the water sites themselves.  

D70&<%,5/6.+6'*&'(&54,+'@"/C&I"+%/&,'4/5%,&
 
Before the hanpdumps were installed, households in my five research sites collected 
water from either shallow, hand dug wells or seasonal rivers (Table 5.1.0).41  The wells in 
Nampula are often temporary, and located in riverbeds, which are often dry for several 
months of year (September-November).  Ranging in diameter from 18 inches to 10 feet, 
the wells are open and easily contaminated by animals, rainwater run off, and bathing and 
laundry activities that occur near the source. Except for two hand-pumps installed five 
years ago in Mutuala,42 none of the water sources in my five research communities could 
be considered an "improved source."43  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
41 Based on observations in more than 30 communities in Nampula, and the MCC baseline survey data, I 
am confident that the water sources used at my research sites were generally representative of the water 
sources used by rural communities in Nampula.   !
42 These hand-pump were installed by the ASNANI government project in 2007.!
43 WHO/JMP offer a set of internationally recognized guidelines for describing an "improved" water 
source.!
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Table 5.1.0:  Snapshot of the water sources used in my five research communities before the MCC 
hand-pumps were installed.   
 
Community 
name 

Name of water 
source 
 

Type of water 
source 

Walk time 
to water 
source 
from 
center of 
village, 
one way 
(min)44 

Daily 
household 
water 
collection 
time 
(hrs)45  

Liters 
per 
capita 
per day 
(LPCD)
46 

Mecupus Rio Nagonha 
Mecupe 
Nachocho 
Rio Vilo 
Rio Mopogena 

River/well 
Unimproved well 
Unimproved well 
River/well 
River/well 

50  
10  
35 
45 
45 

9.1 22.8 

Namanhipiri Rio Natuva 
Rio Mongicual 
Sr. Ali 
Ewuanava 

River/well 
River 
Unimproved well 
Unimproved well 

12 
50 
12 
40 

3.5 18.2 

Chilipane Pilivili 
River Morihera   
Maraquele 
Nacuca Rio 
6 Personal wells 

Unimproved well 
River/well 
Unimproved well 
River/well 
Unimproved well 

15 
20 
15 
25 
Various 

9.8 18.4 

Nahuluco Rio Mongicual 
Mapetha well 
Rio Nathove  
Linke 
Mahrehrah 

River/well 
Unimproved well 
River/well 
Reservoir 
River 

18 
12 
15 
20 
30 

5 25.3 

Mutuala Nahrehreh  
Maluku river  
Hand-pump 
Hand-pump 

Unimproved well 
River 
Hand-pump 
Hand-pump  

60 
30 
5  
25 

2.3 37.7 

 
The shallow well known as Pilivili, in the community of Chilipane, is a typical primary 
water source in Nampula.  Pilivili, is located in a river valley, about 15 minutes from the 
center of the village.  The well was dug into the bank of an almost imperceptibly moving 
river, which is never more than two feet deep.  Small gardens and dense vegetation line 
the banks of the river.  The well is about eight feet across and 18" deep and also used by 
the community across the river.  An earth and stick dam separates the well from the river 
to protect the cleaner water for drinking, although when nobody was present pigs and 
goats liked to drink from the well. The well drains into a canal system irrigating a garden 
where tomatoes, covi (a type of collard green), lettuce, bananas, sugar cane, and rice are 
planted.  To collect water from this well women crowd around the muddy rim and reach 
                                                
44 I calculated this time by walking to the source from the center of the village with women collecting 
water.  Given the dispersed nature of housing in communities, the standard deviation is quite high.!
45 The calculations for water collection times and liters per capita per day are based on the MCC baseline 
survey data.    
46 LPCD is the average number of liters collected by one person in 24 hours.  The calculation is based on 
the total number of liters collected by a household divided by the number of people in the household.  It is a 
mean for all houses in the community.!
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down with bowls and calabash gourds.  There is water in Pilivili year round, but from 
September thru November women may have to wait at the well more than two to three 
hours for it to recharge. In the mornings and later afternoons, women and children bathe 
at the well.  Clothing is draped on surrounding bushes to dry in the sun.  
 

 
 
Image 5.1.0:  Women collecting water at Pilivili. 
 
At the primary water source in Mecupus there are no houses in sight, and tall grasses 
protect the area.  Well-worn dirt paths approach the Mecupe wells from different angles 
like spokes on a bicycle wheel.  The wells are in a riverbed, but water only flows down 
the river from January until March. At this site, there are a half dozen shallow wells, and 
each one is used for different activities.  The narrowest well is about 18" in diameter and 
the widest is more than six feet.  These wells are temporary and hand-dug in new 
locations as the seasons change. As I visited Mecupus throughout the year I watched as 
nearby wells went dry, and were abandoned like open graves, as people moved further 
down the river in search of water.  Judging by the color of the water, each well offered a 
different water quality. The full color spectrum, from clear to a murky green, the shade of 
a rotting mango, was represented in the wells.  The smaller diameter wells tend to have 
relatively clearer water and are reserved for drinking, while the wider diameter wells -
used for bathing, laundry, or irrigation - are often muddy and full of bugs, algae, and 
debris.     
  

 
 
Image 5.1.1:  Path leading towards Mecupe wells. 
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Collecting water from the open wells involves reaching down into the hole with cups or 
calabash gourds. When the water level is deeper than the reach of an arm, a simple tool is 
fashioned from a piece of bamboo.  A cup wedged into a slit at the end of the bamboo 
stick essentially elongates the reach of an arm (Image 5.1.2).  Even with these 
implements it is often necessary to descend part way into the well - a stunt that can be 
both dangerous and uncomfortable.  The difficulty in accessing water from the wells is 
clearly visible at the Sr. Ali well in Chilipane (Image 5.1.4).  To reach the water people 
have to climb down into the deep hole and brace themselves against the mud walls, while 
they skim the surface of the puddle of water at the bottom to slowly fill their buckets.  
Only one person can collect water from this well at a time.   
 

 
 
Image 5.1.2, 5.1.3, 5.1.4:  The difficulties of water collection. 
 
While the task of water collection was typically quite difficult, some of the water sources 
were cool and peaceful places, where women enjoyed spending time.  For example, on 
the slow moving Nagonha river (Image 5.1.5) there is a spot where the current meanders 
through smooth large rocks and creates pools dotted with lilies and little violet flowers.  
Trees and tall grasses crowd the river from both sides, casting long shadows ideal for 
bathing and washing clothes.  Papayas, sugar cane, rice, bananas, sweet potatoes, covi, 
beans, corn, and other vegetables grow along the riverbeds.   
 

 
 
Image 5.1.5:  Nathuva well on Rio Nagonha. 
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Other water sources are located in less pleasant surroundings, where it was difficult to 
spend any time.  For example, the Morihera wells in Chilipane are at the bottom of a 
valley stripped of any vegetation by livestock.  There is no shade to protect the women 
who often have to wait long hours sitting on the muddy ground for the shallow wells to 
recharge. 
 
Most rivers where people collect water become stagnant pools or completely dry out 
during several months of the year.  During the dry season the pools of water that remain 
are used for drinking, cooking, bathing, and doing laundry, and little is done to protect 
the water quality.  The river water during these months is dark and muddy, swimming 
with water bugs and buzzing with flies. People typically do not collect drinking water 
from rivers that form these stagnant pools, although some people admit that they have 
been forced to when they cannot make the journey to a cleaner source. There are a couple 
rivers that contain water year round, such as Rio Ligonha, which forms the southern 
border between the Nampula and Zambezia provinces, and is shared with hundreds of 
communities.    
 
The water quality in the customary water sources is poor.  Water quality testing 
conducted in eleven communities in Nampula (including Namanhipiri and Chilipane), 
which use either traditional wells or rivers revealed that 100% of the sources had E.coli 
levels well above the standard recommended by the Mozambican government and the 
WHO.  Around 60% of the water sources (n=28) had E.coli levels considered to be 
dangerous to human health.47 The quality of the water does, however, vary by source and 
season.  While water is more accessible during the rainy season, it is also more likely to 
be contaminated from rainwater run off.  During the heavy rains Nampula often receives, 
storm water runs through animal pens and sites of open defecation into wells and rivers. 
 
Households generally collect water at whichever water source is closest to their house, 
but also utilize different water sources for different purposes.  For example in Chilipane, 
most people use the Sr. Ali well for drinking and cooking needs, but rely on rivers for 
bathing and laundry.  Women make judgments about the water quality and often use 
more distant, but relatively cleaner water sources for drinking and cooking.   
 
The distances and time associated with water collection are highly seasonal.  While a 
household may have the choice of many different water sources for most of the year, 
from September to November nearby water sources often dry up forcing people to walk 
much longer distances for water. During the dry season, wells are often nothing more 
than puddles holding only a couple inches of cloudy water.  Well recharge rates can be 
painfully slow and it may take up to 30 minutes to fill one 20 liter bucket.   
 
Time spent collecting water also varied significantly between my five research 
communities.  In Mutuala, where the household water collection time was the shortest 
(2.3 hours per day), residents had access to two hand-pumps in addition to other wells 

                                                
47 The national standard for E. coli in drinking water in Mozambique is zero (0) colony forming units 
(CFUs) detected in a 100 mL sample of water. This is the same standard as in the U.S. and recommended 
by the World Health Organization.  Above 100 CFU/100 ml is considered high risk.  !
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that supplied them with relatively accessible and reliable water supplies.   In contrast, in 
Chilipane households spent 9.8 hours per day collecting water.  The few shallow wells in 
Chilipane near the community center have very little water in them from September thru 
November and the lack of water and long wait times force residents to use more distant 
water sources.  
 
The quantity of water used in households, expressed as liters per capita per day (lpcd) 
was assessed in the MCC baseline survey.  Two communities, Namanhipiri and 
Chilipane, reported collecting less than 20 liters per capita per day (lpcd), a standard 
accepted by the WHO as the minimum requirement for basic needs.  Mecupus and 
Nahuluco both only slightly pass this standard at 23 and 25 lpcd respectively.  No doubt 
aided by their access to hand-pumps, Mutuala residents collect 38 lpcd - ten liters more 
than any of the other communities.  
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Water users have a fairly complex set of rights and responsibilities at customary water 
sources.  Generally these rights and responsibilities are well understood and respected by 
the water users, without outside enforcement or supervision.  Wells and rivers are 
typically informally maintained by the water users, and not managed by any sort of 
institution or individual. After wells are dug, they are open to everyone.  Some of the 
wells retain the names of the original family who constructed them, such as the Sr. Ali 
well in Chilipane.  In some cases, community leaders ordered the wells to be constructed.  
The muene (lineage head) in Mecupus told me that he organized the construction of the 
well near Rio Vilo soon after Mozambique's independence.  
 
Given the fact that most community wells are temporary and shallow, they require little 
effort to dig. Men and women dig wells using enchadas (hand hoes) and other basic 
tools. Other wells, such as the Nachocho well in Mecupus, are deeper and have been used 
for decades.  In September, on the orders of the régulo the bugle of a horn alerts residents 
in Mecupus and three neighboring villages that it is time to help dig out the Nachocho 
well. Men and women work together to clean out the debris in the bottom, remove the 
mud, and dig the hole deeper.  This is an example of a more organized and directed 
approach to shared maintenance, which is necessary in this case due to the large amount 
of upfront work needed to get the well in working order.   
 
Typically wells are simply cleaned out by water collectors who find the water too dirty to 
use.  Most of the shallow wells used for drinking or cooking are cleaned several times per 
day.  Cleaning the wells involves removing all the water and then scraping the top layer 
of mud and algae from the bottom of the well (Image 5.1.6).   
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Image 5.1.6:  Three girls cleaning out the Pilivili well in Chilipane.   
 
Other than cleaning, there are generally few maintenance tasks that need to be performed 
at the wells.  Some wells have been slightly improved to protect their water quality.  In 
Mecupus, Chilipane, Nahuluco, and Namanhipiri stick dams, in their larger wells along 
the river, prevent the river water from contaminating the wells, and also allow for well 
water runoff (Image 5.1.0 and Image 5.1.5).  At some rivers, farmers with plots nearby 
dig earthen channels to irrigate their crops.  With few exceptions, (discussed in the next 
section), none of the community wells have been lined with bricks or concrete, fenced, 
deepened, or covered (the typical modifications suggested for improving customary 
wells).  This, I suspect, is due to multiple factors: the temporary nature of most of the 
wells, the lack of ownership any individual has of the wells, and the preference for 
getting water out of a shallow well with a cup, rather than pulling water from a deep well 
with a bucket.   
 
Informal rules about how water can be used are also in place at community water sources.  
For example, the Sr. Ali well in Namanhipiri can only be used for drinking and cooking 
purposes.   The lineage head, Rei Vasco told us that this rule was initiated during a 
community meeting where they discussed how to protect their drinking water.  Many 
people were upset about how dirty the well water became when people bathed and 
washed at the well.  Rei Vasco explained that the community decided that some wells 
should be reserved only for drinking needs.   Everyone is aware of these distinctions and 
children learn them from an early age.   
 
Although the majority of residents are in favor of these regulations, all people do not 
observe them.  Water is not unique in this regard; disagreements about policies enacted 
by local leaders are always contentious with some people, due to different perceptions 
about the legitimacy of these leaders.  These tensions will be further exposed when the 
handpumps are constructed and local leaders and water committees vie for control and 
struggle to enforce a series of rules that are not socially acceptable and often 
misunderstood by residents.   
 
Other informal rules are meant to govern behavior at the water source.  For example, 
every person should wait his or her turn in line; and each person should only fill one 
bucket at a time.  Conflicts are common when a woman sets her buckets in line before 
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someone who was waiting or tries to fill up multiple buckets at one time.  Men are also 
expected to announce their presence before entering a water site in case women are 
bathing.  For women at the water site, there are strict prohibitions about bathing openly 
when they are menstruating, or washing their pensals (strips of cloth used when they are 
menstruating) at the river where men could catch a glimpse.  These rules align with local 
values and norms that mediate behavior in other aspects of life outside of the water site. 
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Community residents perceive the wells and rivers as belonging to "everyone," "the 
community," or "nobody, except for the Gods."  Regardless of who constructed or 
maintains the wells, they are perceived as belonging to the general population; there is a 
strong notion that water from the wells and rivers does not belong to any one person. 
Some rivers and wells are used by multiple communities, and nobody is excluded from 
collecting water.  After the construction of the handpumps, this principle of equal access 
becomes clear in contrast to the series of regulations mediating access to the handpump.    
 
There are exceptions that challenge the idea of open access and community ownership at 
customary water sources.  In Chilipane several families dug personal wells in their kintals 
(courtyards) (Image 5.1.7).  These wells were typically deeper, covered, and accessed 
with a rope and bucket.  The families who constructed these wells insist that anyone can 
use them, but the fact that they are located in front of someone's house, means that access 
is not anonymous or universal.   In these cases, the relationship to the "owner" of the well 
is important, and neighbors, friends, and extended family members are often the only 
users. Families using these private wells generally contribute 5 mzn to buy new rope or a 
new bucket when they are needed.  In other villages people contribute rope rather than 
money and 20 small pieces of different colored rope may be tied together to make a 
single long one.   
 

 
 
Image 5.1.7:  Personal well in Chilipane accessed by rope and bucket. 
 
In Mutuala, there are two concrete lined wells within the walled kintal (courtyard) of an 
absentee landlord, who resides in Nampula.  Within the same kintal, the landlord also 
constructed a casa de hóspedes (guest house), a hut for viewing movies, and a concrete 
stage for music performances.  A guard watches over the property and maintains the 
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facilities.  While it costs money to view a movie, stay at the casa de hóspedes, or attend a 
musical performance, the guard insists that everyone can use the water for free.  
However, I only saw two neighbors actually collect water there, and believe that most 
people felt that they couldn't collect water from these wells without prior permission from 
the owner or guard. 
 
Another variation of private/public ownership was seen in Nahulco.  The Mapetha well 
was open to all users, but controlled by a specific family who enforced their own rules at 
the site.  Touring the community water sources in Nahuluco, the circle secretary informed 
us that in order to visit the Mapetha well, we must first speak with the family who 
controls the well.  When we arrived at the family's house, an old man, named José, 
greeted us and shooed his sons off a mat so we could sit down.  The secretary introduced 
me, explained my work, and asked if we could see the well.  José agreed and 
accompanied us down the short path from his house to the well.   
 
The well looks like a large open crater, more than ten feet across, with smaller holes dug 
within it (Image 5.1.8).  José describes how he dug the well in 1962 to alleviate the water 
difficulties his family faced.  The well is currently open to everyone, including those 
from outside the community.  Nobody pays anything to use the well.  José explains that 
the well is only used and cleaned out during the dry season when other water sources no 
longer provide water.  The well water can only be used for cooking and drinking, but not 
laundry or bathing.  This distinction is made, José explains, because there is not enough 
water in the well for everyone to use it for all of their activities.  The nearby River 
Nagonha can be used for bathing and laundry, but not drinking because it "doesn't taste 
good" and contains insects. This rule is meant to ensure equality and to conserve the 
water so that everyone has at least enough for basic necessities.  These principles are 
generally accepted, but José explains, that his family has to patrol the well to enforce the 
rules.  Some people care more about their own convenience than maximizing the 
community good he said, and find it easier to bathe and do laundry at the well, than move 
to the river for these tasks. 
 

 
 
Image 5.1.8:  Mapetha well controlled by José and his family. 
 
Two cases, both in Nahuluco, demonstrate how powerful people from outside the 
community have modified and taken control of community water sources to provide 
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water for their own farm plots.  In the first case a woman from Maputo, who still has 
family in Nahuluco, added a canal system to a popular well to irrigate her vegetable plots.  
She hired local people to maintain the canal system, and insists that everyone can 
continue to use the water from the well like they did in the past. 
 
In the second case, a man from Nampula City built a stone and earth dam that fills up a 
large reservoir at the head of a spring to irrigate a large field. This man didn't know 
anyone in the community when he first approached the chief for permission to create the 
dam and use the field site.  After gaining permission the man constructed a personal 
access road to the field and fenced in the area.  When I asked the chief who owns the 
water source, he says this man from Nampula owns it, but anyone can use it.  He adds 
that the water is not suitable for drinking.  A guard watches the property when the man 
from Nampula is not there.  Due to the recent nature of the reservoir construction it was 
difficult to confirm whether access was indeed open to everyone, and how the dam 
impacted other water users.    
 
Based on these examples, it seems that when individuals make more expansive (and 
expensive) improvements to customary sources, they have more control over how the 
water sources can be used.  However, even when individuals or families control water 
sources, the principal that water is for everyone in the community, and all households 
should have equal access, is upheld.  The rules governing customary sources are typically 
well accepted because they appeal to notions of equality and fairness that pervade other 
aspects of society.  Admittedly, it is difficult to ascertain how much discrimination exists 
in practice, but I never talked to anyone who said they were prohibited from using a river 
or well.   It is likely that, while there was no formal exclusion, it was necessary to have 
relationships with the water owners to gain access. 
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It is not possible to talk about the water situation in Nampula without understanding the 
hardships of water collection and water scarcity.  Describing life during the dry season, 
the first Makhuwa words local residents use are oweuhua, ovhelavela, or less frequently 
oxanka (depending on the local dialect). These words mean, in short, "suffering." An 
example from Chilipane shows how a woman uses the concept of suffering to describe 
her life during the dry season: 
 

"There is a lot of suffering.  There is a real lack of water and we spend a lot of 
time at the well.  We can’t bathe or cook properly.  There is a lot of suffering here 
because of water."   
 
"What do you mean by suffering?," I ask to encourage her to tell me more.   
 
"In the dry season it is very hot and it hurts my body (she grips her shoulders by 
crossing her arms over her chest and then squeezes her thighs).  I spend a long 
time waiting for water…. I can’t visit my family, wash plates, or cook because I 
come back very late from getting water and am very tired." 
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In a recent article, Sultana (2011) makes an interesting distinction between suffering for, 
and suffering from, water.  In Nampula, people primarily talk about suffering for water; 
describing the long distances, crowding, and extended waits associated with water 
collection, rather than the health problems that could result from consuming 
contaminated water.  Many women describe waking up in the dark to collect water in 
order to avoid the long lines that begin to form at first light.  Women associate these 
nightly walks with fear and tell stories about encountering "men who want to do bad 
things," as well as dogs and snakes along the paths.   
 
I learned about these dark, early morning walks to the wells, when I was staying in 
Namanhipiri in November, at the peak of the dry season:  
 

It is hot in my tent and I am having a difficult time falling asleep.  Sometime 
during the middle of the night I am awakened by Olivia rousing her four children 
sleeping on esteras (woven reed mats) outside.  I hear her slap their backs and call 
their names. I am alarmed and in my haze think there must be some kind of 
emergency until I hear the word "massi" (water in Makhuwa) woven through the 
dialogue.   Looking out of my screened tent I watch as Olivia hands each of her 
four children a 20 liter jug. For a moment I think of following, but cannot 
convince my body to do so. When I wake back up at 5:30 am they are back and 
the two youngest girls have gone back to sleep.  Luisa left with her father to the 
field, and Julio is herding the family’s goats.  Olivia is cooking.  When I ask her 
what time they left in the night she just shrugs. She tells me that during the dry 
season she is constantly tired, but that she and her children must leave before 
daybreak or else they will spend all day in line at the well waiting for it to 
recharge.     

 
Water collection dominates women's days during the dry season and impinges on their 
daily routines.  Since October Olivia and her children have been making the two hour 
round trip to the well every night.  Olivia says that the children often go late to school, or 
are too tired to walk the four km. to attend, after collecting water.  She laments that she 
has little time to prepare good meals for her family and rarely has time to go to the fields 
with her husband.  Women in Mecupus even describe spending the night at the wells and 
doing their cooking there while waiting for water.  I saw similar examples of suffering for 
water in nearly every household.    
 
Water collection duties also prevent men and women from participating in associations, 
attending church or the mosque, and participating in social ceremonies.   I asked one 
mother about what kind of initiation ceremony she was going to organize for her two 
daughters, and she said she was going to do the short ceremony at the church.  Her 
daughter, listening in on the conversation, teased her and explained that her mother made 
the decision to do the short ceremony because she didn't want to lose her help collecting 
water for more than one day. 
 
The response provided by Amelia, a woman in Nahulco, is typical for how women 
describe their life during the dry season: 
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"We suffer (ohawha) a lot because there is a lack of water.  There is only one well 
and it is always very full [of people].  We spend all night waiting for water, if we 
are lucky the next day we can go to the field.  During this time women don't have 
time to go to the fields.  We return from collecting water late and have to cook for 
our children." 

 
As Amelia testifies, women's suffering is related to their inability to complete their 
normal activities due to their arduous water collection responsibilities.  Besides not being 
able to farm, women regret that they cannot visit family members, cook good meals for 
their family, and take care of their children.48  Although the focus of water projects is 
typically on saving women time so they can participate in income generating activities, 
here it is clear that women would like to spend more time doing household tasks and 
socializing.  
 
Suffering is experienced at a visceral level and involves both emotional and corporal 
pain. Women and men describe the pain of carrying water long distances and their 
exhaustion at the end of the day.  An animated interview with André, illustrates how this 
suffering is experienced:   
 

"I go to Nahvara twice a day," André begins, pointing in the direction of the well 
with his machete and making a high pitched clicking sound to indicate the long 
distance.  "We suffer here because we have to walk on foot to get water, it is too 
far."  He rubs his bare feet and then makes the motion of walking with his fingers, 
trying to help me understand even though he is talking in Makhuwa.  "If I had a 
bike then it would be easier.  In other countries you (he looks in my direction) 
have a car and can just go get water and then come back and go to the field."   

 
As André explains, men also suffer from water collection during the dry season, a fact 
often absent from discussions about poor water access.  Bicycles ease the physical nature 
of water collection, but are an asset only the wealthier families are able to afford.  Other 
men explain that during the dry season they can't spend as much time in their fields as 
they would like because they have to help their wives collect water.  In Mecupus, 
Agostino reported that helping his wife collect water makes him late to meetings, and 
doesn't give him enough time to clean cashews, harvest his fields properly, and clean and 
dry cassava.  An enterprising man in Nahuluco, commented that during the dry season he 
wasn't able to sell charcoal in the city due to the difficulties of water collection. 
 
When I asked men and women about the water situation during the focus groups, 
responses were typically given using the collective "we" to describe the hardships and 
suffering.  Men's responses indicate they are aware of and sympathetic to the burden of 
water collection that their wives bear.  They express their solidarity with their wives and 
try to ease their workload by assisting with water collection.   
 
                                                
48 Further examples of water collection interfering with women's household duties can be found in the 
following Section 5.2 about gender roles.  !



 100 

The solidarity in suffering for water extends beyond the family.   Although some 
households are larger, some have bikes, and some are located closer to water sources, the 
poor water situation affects everyone. Nobody has a cistern or anything more than 
buckets to hold rainwater, so they are all in the same situation waiting for the rains.   
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One woman described water during the dry season, as "a precious liquid, more precious 
than gold."  Families often do not have enough water for their daily activities during the 
dry season.  When so much effort is invested in water collection, water is used with care 
and even reverence in the household.  The lack of water forces women, who are the 
household water managers, to make hard decisions about the use of water.  As one 
woman in Chilipane explains: "There are a lot of people and not enough water for all 
domestic activities.  When there is not enough water we have to wash plates with little 
water, we can’t wash clothes, and it is difficult to bathe."    
 
When water is short, people often go days without bathing.  Cleanliness is very important 
to the Makhuwa, and this hardship threatens their dignity and pride.  If children are not 
able to walk to the water source themselves, they may not take a proper bath for several 
days.  When women are menstruating, access to water is critical for cleaning themselves 
and the cloths they use.  Without adequate water, women are embarrassed and full of 
anxiety that someone will notice their blood or smell, which would be a source of great 
shame, not only for them, but their family as well. 
 
A lack of water also prevented people from carrying out other activities. One man in 
Mecupus reported that there was not enough water to boil fejão fava (a type of bean), 
make cabanga (homemade beer), or build a new house.  Another couple told me they 
didn't have enough water to irrigate their garden or remud their house where it had holes. 
In Mecupus two of the six people interviewed in October, reported they did not even have 
enough water to drink.   
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Dissatisfaction with the community water sources is most commonly related to the time 
spent collecting water or the distance to the water source.  Other sources of 
dissatisfaction are the lack of water, the poor water quality, or conflicts and danger at the 
water site.  Table 5.2.0 summarizes the top five reasons people are dissatisfied with their 
water sources, and provides examples of male and female respondents speaking to each 
of these points.   
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Table 5.2.0:  Summary of top five reasons men and women are dissatisfied with their water 
situation.49 
 
 Example from female respondent Example from male respondent 
Distance "We suffer a lot, due to the long 

distances.  The nearby wells are 
dry and we have to walk far, more 
than one hour to arrive at the other 
wells." 

"Where we take water now is very 
far away.  Here, in the middle of 
the community, water in the wells 
dries up during the months of 
October and November.  
We have to walk to the mountains 
just to fill one bucket for drinking." 

Time 
waiting 

"Before dawn we leave to collect 
water and when we arrive we need 
to wait a long time for water 
because other people are also at 
the well collecting water."   

"Life is full of suffering due to the 
lack of water - the wells are full 
and the water is gone.  People 
from other communities also fill 
their water at our wells and we 
wait a long time."   

Lack of 
water 

"There are a lot of people and not 
enough water for all domestic 
activities.  When there is not 
enough water we have to wash 
plates with little water, we can’t 
wash clothes, and it is difficult to 
bathe." 

"Sometimes we go to sleep 
without taking a bath due to the 
lack of water." 
 

Lack of 
time to 
complete 
other 
activities 

"I can’t visit my family, wash plates 
or cook because I come back very 
late from getting water and am very 
tired." 

"Now there are many men who 
cannot go to their fields because 
they have to help their wives get 
water with bicyles.  The lack of 
water also makes it difficult for us 
to visit our families." 

Water 
quality/ 
health 

"During the rainy season there is 
water, but the water is dirty and has 
bugs and debris."  
 

"We have bad health because of 
the water we drink.  It gives us 
stomach aches."   
 

 
About half of the respondents were unsatisfied with the quality of the water in their 
drinking water source.  Community perceptions of water quality tended to focus on the 
appearance or the taste of the water.  Water that was not good was described as turvo 
(turbid), suja (dirty) or full of bichos (bugs) and lixo (trash).  Some people explained that 
water taste and cleanliness decline during the rainy season.   
 
However, not everyone was dissatisfied with the quality of water they drink.  Many 
people describe their water as limpa (clean) and doçe (sweet).  These perceptions vary 
according to the water source, and, to a lesser degree, by the respondents' individual 
preferences.   In Mecupus, for example, women collecting water at the Mecupe wells, 
were generally satisfied with the taste, color, and smell of their water, but those using the 
Nachocho and Nagonha water sources were unsatisfied with these same indicators.   In 
Chilipane, the households using Pilivili described the source as clear, and good tasting, 

                                                
49 The sources of dissatisfaction are listed in order, according to the frequency with which they were 
mentioned by respondents.  !
!
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while the Maraquele well was described as turbid, salty, and foul smelling.  Households 
avoided drinking from water sources with brackish or bad smelling water, and they did 
believe that this water provoked health problems, like stomach pain or diarrhea.   
 
However, when the water appeared clear and tasted sweet people typically did not link 
consumption of this water to poor health.  Diarrhea and other health problems were 
attributed to a variety of other factors including; the violation of social norms, mystical 
contamination, social disharmony, curses from witches, harmful spirits, and encounters 
with contamination (menstrual blood, certain animals, "dirt", bad food, or water).  The 
implications of this missing link will be seen later, when households don't see any reason 
to pay for potable water, when they have access to free wells and rivers.  
 
The water situation in rural Nampula is, by any international water standard, quite poor 
and even desperate, in terms of access and water quality, but not everyone is dissatisfied 
or concerned by the issue.  Although the group satisfied with their water situation was a 
small minority, it does mean that assumptions about people's dissatisfaction and desire 
for change are not always correct. For some people the fact that they have enough water 
for their daily activities and the water tastes doce (sweet) is enough.  Other people, who 
live nearby wells or rivers, don't have to contend with long distances and do not see water 
access as a primary concern in their lives.   
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In all five of my research communities women were the primary water collectors.  
Residents see water collection as women's work, and every woman I interviewed listed 
water collection as one of her primary daily activities, while none of the men did the 
same.  There is, however, some flexibility in the household division of labor.  The extent 
to which men and children help women collect water depends on the life-cycle of the 
female household head, the structure and health of the family, the season, and the 
distance to the water source.   Men generally collect water when their wives are sick, 
pregnant, or traveling outside the village, or when the water situation is particularly 
desperate.  The MCC baseline survey shows that 31% of the male household heads 
reported regularly collecting water compared to 93% of female respondents.   
 
Boys and girls are also involved in water collection in Nampula.  When children are 
young, there is often little difference between the amount of time boys and girls spend 
collecting water.  However, when boys get older their responsibilities for water collection 
decrease, if there are other people in the family to help collect water.  In many cases, 
older boys continue to collect water out of necessity because there are no girls in the 
house to take over the chore.   
 
Water collection poses great difficulties for young mothers with children not yet old 
enough to help them collect water and for old or sick people.  Young mothers have little 
help with domestic chores such as water collection, cooking, pounding grain, cutting 
firewood, and sweeping the yard, and often perform their long list of domestic tasks with 
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a baby tied to their back.  Elderly and sick people are dependent on their families or 
neighbors to bring them water.  However, in every community there are vulnerable 
residents without traditional support networks.   
 
Gender roles also influence men's involvement in water collection.  While most women 
collect water daily unless they are physically unable, men rarely collect water if they 
have children that can help with the chore.  For men, it is a matter of pride and status not 
to have to collect water, and a sign that they have large, hardworking families.  None of 
the male community leaders collect water.   
 
The participation of men in water collection varied considerably between the villages.  In 
Chilipane, men said they rarely helped collect water unless their wives were in the 
hospital or out of the village.  In contrast, in Namanhipiri during the peak of the dry 
season men often collect more water than women.  Men's assistance is expected in 
Namanhipiri and men who don't help their wives are seen as "bad husbands."  However, I 
also interviewed men who claimed to collect water in order to fulfill the role of a "good 
husband," but in reality they only went to the well under exceptional circumstances.   
 
Some men were sympathetic to the large workload their wives carried, and tried to assist 
them when they could.  As one man explained:  "It is not just when women are pregnant 
that men help, some just want to help their wives because they have a lot of work.  For 
example, if you go together to the field in the morning when you return your wife will be 
tired and you can help her collect water."  In Mecupus, Agostino told me that he 
sometimes helps collect water during the dry season, when his "wife fears the way."  
Notice that when men describe their involvement with water collection, as "helping" their 
wives, rather than assuming any real responsibility for the task or disrupting the gender 
roles associated with water collection. 
 
Men are more likely to use bicycles to collect water than women.  Two or three 20 liter 
bidons (plastic water containers) can be loaded on a bike, saving not only a lot of 
physical effort, but also trips to the water source.  The only village where some women 
regularly used bikes to fetch water was Namanhipiri.  In other villages women rode 
bicycles to the market or pushed bicycles loaded with bidons, but it was rare to see a 
woman riding a bike with full bidons on the back. The reason that women don't use 
bicycles seems to have more to do with their lack of access to this asset, rather than 
gender roles that prohibit women from riding bicycles. 
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Image 5.2.0:  Boy transporting water with a bicycle in Mecupus. 
 
There is a diversity of arrangements for dividing water collection duties within the 
household.  Consider the three examples of water collection responsibilities in the 
households described below.  The first household exemplifies the typical distribution of 
water collection responsibilities within a large family.  The second case shows water 
collection patterns in a polygamous family, and the third case describes how a family 
copes with the burden of water collection when people are sick.  
 
Laura and Antonio have three daughters ages four, eight and 15, and one 12 year old son.  
In total, the family collects about 90 liters of water per day.  Laura leaves before 
daybreak and returns an hour later with 20 liters of water.  Her 15 year old daughter, 
Amina, leaves for the well later in the morning filling a 20 liter pail and bathing at the 
well. When Jeremy, the son, returns from bathing at the river he brings 5 liters of water in 
a small jug.   In the afternoon, Amina is at school, and Laura takes her two young 
daughters to the well.  They bring back 50 liters between them, with the four year old 
carrying half the amount as her mother and sister.  Antonio, as the male head of the 
household with four capable children, does not collect water. 
 
In Mecupus, when I talked with André in the late afternoon he claimed that he had taken 
three trips to the Nahavara well that day with his wife.  His wife wasn't able to have 
children, so the couple lives alone.   I kept questioning him about how many times he 
went to the river, and what containers he used to collect water, because I couldn't believe 
the two of them used 120 liters of water per day as he insisted.  Later in the interview 
André mentioned a son, which didn't make sense because his wife said she couldn't have 
children.  I suddenly realized that he had two wives.  André confirmed this with a laugh, 
as if it should have been obvious.  In Nampula, the wives of polygamous men have 
different houses and live apart from each other.  He explained that he collects water for 
whichever wife he stays the night with, and because he might not be back to his first wife 
for a couple days he has to provide water for her to store in his absence.   
 
Agostino lives with his elderly parents, his sister, his wife, and two daughters.  His 
parents used to live nearby, but moved in with him when his mother became sick.  
Agostino's unmarried sister came to help take care of their parents, but soon became sick 
herself.  When I visited, Agostino and his father were doing most of the water collection.  
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Luckily Agostino has a bicycle.  He goes to the Nahavara well twice a day, carrying two 
20-liter jugs of water back on his bike.  One of his daughters is in school and she only has 
time to run to the well to bathe before school. After school she collects 20 liters of water 
on her way home.  Agostino's other daughter is only four and collects five liters of water 
a day for washing plates.   
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There are very clear gender differences in the way that men and women use water as 
Table 5.2.1 illustrates.  Water is woven into the daily rhythms of women's lives and 
inextricably connected to their daily activities.  This intimate connection women have 
with water can be clearly seen in the following example that describes how Celestina 
spent one day in September.  Celestina is a young mother with two daughters, both under 
age four.  She was recently married to the father of her second daughter. 
 
Table 5.2.1:  Men's and women's typical activities that require water. 
 

Men Women 
Drinking 
Bathing  
Making mud bricks 
Irrigating crops 
Distilling alcohol 
Praying/spiritual practices 
Handicrafts 
Charcoal making 
 
 
 
 

Drinking 
Cooking 
Washing clothes 
Washing menstruation cloths 
Washing cookware 
Bathing children 
Bathing (self) 
Pottery making 
Irrigating crops 
Brewing cabanga (beer) 
Praying/spiritual practices 
Handicrafts 

 
In the morning before the sun rises, Celestina goes to the Nagonha well on a bicycle to 
wash some laundry.  She returns about two hours later with a full bidon of water and a 
bundle of wet laundry.  Celestina drapes the wet clothes over the walls of the casa de 
banho (bathing house), gathers sticks from a pile, and starts a fire.  After peeling and 
washing mandioca (cassava), Celestina adds it to the boiling water.  Her two year old 
daughter is wrapped to her back in a capallana. I watch with amazement as Celestina 
quickly unties her daughter just before she starts to pee; somehow Celestina's own clothes 
remain dry.  Celestina grabs her daughter by the arm and takes her to the edge of the 
courtyard where she rinses her bottom with a bowl of water.   
 
When Celestina's husband comes back from the field, he takes a bath with water 
Celestina put in the casa de banho for him.  Celestina replaces the cooked mandioca with 
a pot of fejão cute (type of bean) on the fire.   When lunch is ready, Celestina hands her 
husband a bowl of water to wash his hands.  He washes then hands the bowl to his four 
year old daughter.  Celestina receives the murky brown hand-washing water last.  The 
family sits down and eats mandioca and fejão cute together from the same plate.  After 
lunch Celestina washes the dishes and lies down to rest with her daughters.   
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When Celestina wakes up she carries a large bowl and a bucket full of water out from the 
hut.  One at a time she holds her daughters up in the bowl, while she pours water over 
their heads and scrubs their bodies with a piece of plastic burlap and soap (Image 5.2.1).  
The youngest cries the whole time.  Celestina dresses them, and drops her oldest daughter 
at her neighbors, before she goes to collect water from the Mecupe wells with her baby 
on her back.  Returning from water collection, Celestina pours the water into the kitchen 
cannery and starts water boiling in a pot for dinner (Image 5.2.2). 
 

 
 
Image 5.2.1 and 5.2.2:  Celestina bathing her daughter and cooking. 
 
This description of Celestina's day highlights how closely connected water is to women's 
lives.  Celestina spends most of her day in contact with water in some form, whether it is 
through cooking, bathing her children, washing plates, or cleaning her children after they 
go to the bathroom.  Tracing the flow of water through the household provides a good 
indication of how women spend their days and illuminates the web of (power) relations 
within the family. 
 
Women do not simply use water for their household chores; they also use water to make 
pottery, water gardens, prepare cabanga (homemade beer), and cook small cakes or 
feijão fava (fava beans).  These activities are often classified as "productive activities" in 
the water sector because they are non-domestic activities and have the potential to 
generate income.  Pottery making, an activity only done by women, is a skill passed 
down through generations.  Pots may be kept for use in one's kitchen, given during social 
celebrations, or sold at local markets.  Many of the canneries that store water are made by 
women themselves or purchased locally.  Some women use water to irrigate tomatoes, 
sweet potatoes, covi (a type of collard green), or fruit trees both for sale and home 
consumption. 
 
Cabanga, a homemade beer made from corn, is important for social ceremonies, and sold 
by women in local markets (for more detail see Section 5.3).   In local markets women 
also sell a variety of fried cakes, called bolinhas fritos or bajias.  The women in my host 
family in Nahuluco worked together every afternoon to cook a large batch of bajias (fried 
bean cakes) to sell on the main path into the village.  They often sold more than 100 
bajias a day, at 2 mzn per cake. The women explained that the bajias requires a lot of 
agua doce (sweet water), feijão nyemba, and salt.   
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Makhuwa women have two primary roles in life:  wife and mother.  Both of these roles 
are strongly connected to water use and collection.  Having children is highly valued in 
Makhuwa culture and taking care of the children is primarily women's responsibility. 
Mothers become emotional talking about the toll of water collection on their children.  
They regret that they have to depend on their young children to help them collect water.  
Children often carry 20 liter buckets of water on their heads for several hours a day and 
may arrive to school late because of this chore, a fact that weighs more heavily on 
mothers than their own heavy buckets.   
 
When the water source is very far away, younger children are often left home alone or 
under the care of an only slightly older sibling while their mothers collect water.  Being 
forced into this situation creates guilt and anxiety for mothers.  As the following incident 
from Mecupus illustrates, a mother's "neglect" of her children in this way can have 
dangerous outcomes and cause others to criticize her capacity as a mother. 
 
I am sitting with Paula in the late morning shelling peanuts when a neighbor comes by.  
She quickly sits down and hardly greets us before she rushes into a story in a quick and 
urgent tone.  I continue shelling peanuts and hold myself back from interrupting to find 
out what happened.  Paula fires questions back and then when the incident seems to be 
understood, both women shake their heads and make a kissing sound in their cheeks that 
expresses their disapproval and surprise.  Hortencia explains to me that there was a fire in 
a house on the outskirts of the village earlier the morning.  Apparently a child knocked 
over a lantern that burned everything in the house as well as the thatch roof.  The child 
was luckily unharmed.  The women speculate that the child's mother had gone to collect 
water.   
 
Paula and her neighbor talk about how irresponsible it was for the women to have left her 
child alone.  They relate this event to other incidents that speak to the woman's poor 
reputation as a mother.  I ask the two women if they have ever been forced to leave 
young children alone at the house when they had to collect water, and both admit they 
have.   
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During the focus groups discussion I asked men and women how they would describe a 
"good wife" and a "good husband."  Between my research communities the responses 
were surprisingly similar, and, for women, tied closely to water.  According to both male 
and female respondents a "good wife" completes her domestic workload (cooking, 
washing clothes, taking care of the children) without any difficulties and also works in 
the field.  In addition, participants mentioned that a good wife listens to and respects her 
husband, and should be available to have sex whenever her husband desires.  Refusing 
sex or "not responding well" to her husband are signs of a bad wife.  As described earlier, 
nearly all of women's domestic activities involve the use of water.  These are not simply 
women's daily activities, but also a description of Makhuwa gender roles.   For example, 
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women are expected to wash their husband's clothes; a wife who allows her husband to 
walk around dirty has failed to meet one her marital obligations.  
 
When water and time is scarce during the dry season, women have difficulties fulfilling 
the expectations associated with being a good wife.   Water collection doesn't leave 
women with enough time to go to the field and complete their household chores.  One 
woman said with sorrow that, "during the dry season men are the only farmers." 
Competing water collection responsibilities may strip women of their role as household 
providers.  Women miss spending time with their husbands in the fields and lament their 
inability to provide food for their families. 
 
Besides farming, food preparation is one of a wife's most important duties.  As the female 
focus group participants described, a good wife will prepare special foods for her 
husband that she keeps separate from food served to the children.  Women explained to 
me that meals should also be ready for men when they return to the house. During the dry 
season, women are not always able to cook proper food for their families and are often 
forced to serve meals late.  One woman commented that it is impossible for her to cook 
lunch and collect water: if she starts the food cooking on the fire and goes to get water, 
when she finally gets back the food will be burnt.   
 
Many fights between couples are the result of women failing to have meals ready for 
their husbands when they demand.  In Namanhipiri, a woman described a typical conflict 
between a husband and wife: 
 

"If a woman leaves with many bidons to get water and waits all day at the well 
her husband will be angry.  When she returns her husband may insult or beat her.  
Sometimes we explain that we were suffering all day at the well, but the men are 
still angry and say they are hungry."   

 
When asked about the principal causes of conflicts between couples, a man in Nruwane, 
provided a similar answer:  "There will be conflicts if a man comes back from the field 
and is tired and hungry, but no food is prepared for him. " A woman in the group 
followed his statement by describing how she wakes up at four in the morning and 
doesn't return until the sun has started to fall.  Subtly challenging the man's earlier 
statement, she asks rhetorically how she can prepare food for her husband while she is at 
the well.  Cooking is an area of skill, pride, and power for Makhuwa women (Arnfred, 
2007) and when women are not able to cook proper meals for their husbands they may 
feel shame and impotency.   
 
Every day women confront the expectations associated with their twin roles as household 
managers and water collectors.  Clearly the roles are linked and water collection is one of 
women's household tasks, but when water collection occupies such a large proportion of 
time, the roles are in tension and competition.  Water scarcity often forces women to 
make difficult decisions about whether to bathe their children, wash clothes, or make 
another trip to the well.  There is no good solution and women often have to compromise 
their status as a wife and mother.  A woman who doesn't provide water for her husband's 
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shower has failed her obligations as wife, but a woman who leaves her children home 
alone has failed her obligations as a mother.  These terrible choices cause women anxiety, 
shame, and guilt.  Some women express indignation with the situation, while others 
quietly describe their endurance.   
 
Men are also forced to reevaluate their notions of a "good wife" in relation to the realities 
of water access.  Most men would like their wives to remain near the home all day 
tending to the children, cooking, and completing other domestic chores.  This ideal, 
however, is impossible when the long waits and distances to the water sources require 
women to spend most of the day outside the home, and out of men's supervision.   
 
Some men recognize that women cannot possibly fulfill all their obligations and offer 
their help, as discussed earlier.  Gender norms allow men to help their wives collect 
water, but cooking remains strictly a woman's domain as a man in Namanhipiri explains: 

 
"Here, during the dry season, it is the men who collect more water.  Men take 
their bikes.  Men can take a bike and put three bidons on it.  Women stay at home 
and prepare food.  Outside of the dry season it is women who collect the most 
water." 

 
When a man collects water his wife can stay home and cook.  This arrangement offers 
men some relief knowing their wives are at home and that food will be ready when they 
arrive. 
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There are a variety of situations when a wife should offer her husband water.  For 
example, a wife should offer her husband drinking water when he returns home, whether 
it is from the field, a neighbor's house, or a long trip.  When a woman deferentially hands 
a cup of drinking water to her husband, she welcomes him back to the home and her care.  
It is an affirmation of his position in the household and a gesture of a woman's 
appreciation and respect.  
 
Women are also expected to provide water for their husband to bathe.  This task involves 
filling a cannery or basia (large open plastic bowl) in the casa de banho (bathing hut) and 
placing a smaller cup in the water so that it can be poured.  The simple provision of bath 
water reveals a lot about the relationship between a couple, as the following incident in 
Namanhipiri shows:    

 
I am sitting on an estera (grass mat) talking casually to Luisa about school, when 
her grandfather, an important community leader and landowner, approaches from 
the other side of the courtyard.  He walks quickly and looks angry.  "Where is the 
bicycle," he barks at Luisa, the only one at the house.  Luisa gets up and wheels 
the bike out of the hut for him.  He walks the bike through the sandy courtyard 
and then jumps on heading in the direction of the village center.  As he is leaving 
I ask him where he is going, and he replies curtly, "to take a bath."  When he 
leaves Luisa starts laughing and explains to us that he came from his second 
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wife's house and she must not have offered him bathing water. She elaborates that 
neither of his wives respects him enough to bring him water and now he is forced 
to ride his bike to the Natuva Rio to bathe before the important Friday prayers (he 
is Muslim).   Luisa is pleased that she was the only one to have seen this incident, 
and she relates it quickly to her mother when she returns from the market. Olivia 
laughs and slaps hands with her daughter.   

 
By putting water in the casa de banho for her husband, a wife shows that she cares for 
and respects him.  Men prefer to bathe at their homes rather than at the river.  During the 
winter women may even heat up water for their husband's baths.  As this story 
demonstrates, a woman can also show her dissatisfaction with her husband by refusing to 
provide him with bathing water.  I assume that Luisa's grandfather was being "punished," 
for neglecting one his duties.  Luisa and her mother laugh at the way the women have 
reduced the community leader to bathing at the river before Friday prayers.  As this story 
demonstrates, water holds together all things domestic - even domestic disputes are 
expressed and negotiated through water.   
 
A final example illustrates how water is connected to the most private exchanges between 
men and women.  One of the most secret teachings imparted during the final night of a 
girl's initiation ceremony in how to clean a man's penis after sex.  Before having sex the 
girls are taught to bring a bucket of water into the room to wash their husband and then 
themselves after sex. Many women emphasized the importance of this ritual, and warned 
that you should never leave your husband after sex without first washing him.  With more 
laughter than indignation, women in the focus group in Namanhipiri, exclaimed that after 
sex they would like their husbands to wash them as well.   
 
This comment raises the question about how to interpret the intimate exchanges of food, 
water, and sex between couples.  While a wife washing her husband's penis could be 
interpreted as an act of submission by women, it also could be seen as an caring 
expression, a demonstration of women's sexual skills, or even an act that gives women 
power in the bedroom.  Women are not without agency, and withhold sex, water, and 
food to indicate their disapproval with their husband's behavior.   
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Water is not as connected to men's daily activities as it is to women's.  As a man in 
Nruwane simply put it, "we [men] don't do many things with water in the household."  
Men only complete domestic chores involving water under special conditions: such as 
when their wives are sick, pregnant, or out of the village.  Some young unmarried men 
will do their own laundry and men who are recently divorced or widowed are forced to 
complete the entire range of domestic responsibilities alone.  I found this out when I 
talked to Marcelino, a recently divorced man about 40 years old.  When he divorced his 
wife he stayed in the house and she took the children.  He lives alone now in a simple 
mud and thatch hut.  When we arrived he was stirring xima (a cassava porridge) for 
lunch.  He says he uses water for cooking, bathing, washing clothes, watering tomatoes, 
and putting out the fire when he makes charcoal.  Marcelino is lucky that he lives within 
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eyesight of the Mecupe wells.  As Marcelino's situation demonstrates, a man's status can 
be measured by how often he collects water.   
 
One of men's seasonal activities, house building, does rely on a lot of water.  There are 
two main types of houses in rural Nampula:  houses with a stick and rock frame plastered 
with mud, and houses built of sun dried mud bricks. Making the mud for the bricks or the 
plaster depends on access to a lot of water (Image 5.2.3).  Most of the house building 
takes place between July-September, after the harvest, but before the nearby wells go dry 
and the annual rains come.  One man told me that he was not able to finish a new house 
for his family due to the lack of water in the wells that year.   
 
While men perform few domestic activities that rely on water, some of their livelihood 
activities do depend on water.  Like women, men also have small gardens that might be 
irrigated by nearby water sources.  In Chilipane the president of the water committee has 
a large garden near a wide and open well.  Using a system of canals and hand-held 
containers he irrigates sweet potatoes, sugar cane, tomatoes, bananas, and papayas.  Other 
men tend small gardens near rivers with fruit trees, pineapples, ochre, and covi (a type of 
collard green).   
 
Some men also make bebidas (alcoholic drinks) to sell or share at social celebrations.  At 
every market there is a line of men selling vinho de canna (wine made from sugar cane) 
or vinho de caju (wine made from cashew fruit) out of five gallon yellow jugs (Image 
5.2.4).  Men may also make cabanga or otheka, but these traditional beers are generally 
considered to be a woman's domain.50  Some handicrafts undertaken by men also rely on 
water.  Many men (and women) weave baskets, esteras (grass mats), or vasaras (small 
brooms) to sell.  The grasses that these handicrafts are made of need to be soaked in 
water so they are malleable (Image 5.2.5).  Men in Mutuala also describe how they need 
water for extinguishing fires used to make charcoal. 

 
 
Image 5.2.3, 5.2.4, 5.2.5:  Men's activities that rely on water:  brick-making, manufacturing vinho, 
and handicrafts. 
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50 For more on bebidas see Section 5.3!
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The qualities of a good husband are less directly tied to water use or provision than they 
are for women.  Two of the main requirements expected from a good husband are that he 
constructs a nice house for the family to live in and is a good farmer. When the house is 
in bad condition or leaks during the rains, women complain.  Men are also expected to 
construct the casa de banho (bathing hut).  In addition, a good husband should provide 
caril (spices and ingredients for sauces) and clothing for his wife.    
 
One quality of a good husband, mentioned in every community, is that he helps his wife 
collect water and watch the children.  Many people qualified this statement by saying that 
a good husband should help his wife with these tasks only when she is pregnant or sick, 
but there is a general feeling that men and women should help and support each other.  
As Nelson, a middle aged man, commented:  "Men who have good character help their 
wives collect water and understand when they come home late from the wells."    
 
In Chilipane, one man gave an example of how things work in a good marriage: "When a 
women’s husband says 'do this,' she does it without questioning and when a woman asks 
her husband to do something, like give the kids a bath, he does it."  Another man in 
Chilipane echoed this same theme: "A good husband doesn’t leave his wife to watch the 
children and he doesn’t leave her to go to the field alone.  He goes with her to the field 
and helps watch the children."  These statements from men express a sense of equality 
and mutual support in relationships that were verified by my own observations.   
 
One incident that I witnessed in Mecupus remains in my mind as a testament to the 
flexibility of gender roles and degree of mutual support in Makhuwa households.  In 
Mecupus, my host family's house was near the main path that ran through the village.   
One day I saw a couple walking back from their field, which was evidently near a water 
source.  The man carried a baby in a side sling and had an enchada (hand hoe) resting on 
his other shoulder.  The woman carried a 20 liter jug of water on her head.  The baby 
stated to cry, and I heard the couple exchange some words.  They stopped and the man 
passed the baby to the woman, and she carefully transferred the water to his head.  The 
baby, bundled to the woman's back, stopped crying and they continued on. 

D7?&E'56"$L&/6+4"$L&"*3&5%/%@'*6"$&I"+%/&4,%&
 
Water plays an important role in social relations and is associated with the values of trust, 
solidarity, and reciprocity expressed through everyday tasks, rituals, and social 
ceremonies.  In many Makhuwa cultural traditions, including ritual bathing, funeral 
celebrations, initiation ceremonies, and preparing and drinking bebidas (alcoholic 
beverages), water plays a prominent role.  Water is embedded in social exchange 
networks and flows through the community strengthening the connections between 
people and their families, ancestors, communities, and traditions.  It is more than one of 
the many "ingredients" that make up a social event: water is also symbolically associated 
with rebirth, purification, healing, and communion.  Some of these connections were 
discussed in the previous section, in regards to marital relations, but here I focus on the 
significance of water in relationships that reach outside the domestic unit. 
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Ntata nimosa khinninyawiha (One hand cannot wash itself) 
 -Fransisco Lerma Martinez (2004 p.90). 
 
Water practices are social.  Whether walking to the well, washing clothes, or cooking, 
women pass the time with their friends and family members.  This strategy eases the 
monotony of these tasks, and allows women to share them with others.  The social nature 
of water practices also has a practical side; many of the daily tasks that involve water 
cannot be done alone.  In the kitchen, for example, women depend on their children to 
fetch them water as they sit tending the pot.  One of the most common dishes in rural 
Nampula is xima, a corn, cassava, or millet flour slowly mixed into boiling water and 
stirred aggressively until the batter becomes thick and smooth.  Two hands are required 
to stir the viscous batter and it is much easier to prepare if the cook has a helper that can 
hand her more flour and water when she needs them.   
 
Water is shared between people before every meal when they wash their hands.  Before 
meals are served a woman or child fills a large open bowl with a couple liters of water for 
hand washing.  The water is shared either with the entire family or between smaller 
family units. For example, one bowl of hand-washing water might be given to the 
children and another shared by the parents.  At larger ceremonies water and food is most 
commonly divided between men and women.  Hands are washed with the same group 
that you eat with. The bowl of water generally starts with the person in the group with the 
most status (most commonly the eldest male) and works its way down the hierarchy to 
the children.  As the bowl moves through the group the water becomes progressively 
dirtier and the last person washes in brown, cloudy water.  This simple daily act 
symbolizes a bond between people, but also reinforces status differences within the 
group.    
 
This method of hand-washing changes if a special guest is being honored (or a family has 
received some NGO training about improved hand-washing techniques).  In this case, the 
male or female household head will pour a stream of water from a cup or pitcher for the 
guests to wash their hands under.  One person cannot wash their hands in this way by 
themselves, and must depend on the help of those around them.  In Namanhipiri, 
Hortencia and I were served dinner inside our host family's hut on a rickety wooden 
table.  With pride my host mother pulled a plastic table cloth and a water pitcher out of 
the original wrappings for the occasion.  A flashlight propped in a crack in the mud wall 
provided some light when we rubbed our hands together under a small stream of water 
poured water from the pitcher by our host mother or father.  Afterwards, the family sat on 
an estera outside and washed their hands in one bowl together.  In this example, the 
special handwashing behavior and meal preparation signified our honored status as 
guests. 
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Mutthu mekhawe khanteka (One person alone cannot build a house) 
 -Fransisco Lerma Martinez (2004 p.90). 
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In individual interviews, I asked men and women to tell me about a time they gave water 
to someone outside their immediate family.  Nearly everyone had recently given water to 
someone: most commonly, to sick or elderly members of their extended family (nihimo). 
Women are typically responsible for taking care of the extended family, especially in the 
communities that retain their matrilineal practices.  In Mecupus, every day the 
granddaughters of our neighbors delivered them water and firewood.  The elderly couple 
lived alone, and could not carry water back from the water source themselves.  Water was 
also frequently given to households that had recently experienced a death.  During the 
mourning period, the bereaved family must not leave their home, and neighbors, friends, 
and extended family contribute water.       
 
Water is embedded in diverse types of social exchange networks. For example, house 
building often involves exchanges of labor, food, and water between family, friends, and 
neighbors.  In Mecupus, André, who lost his entire family during the war, built his house 
with the assistance of ten friends and neighbors.  I observed the action at André's house 
one morning when the stick structure had been erected and the plastering was about to 
begin (Image 5.3.0). 
 

Four women make continuous trips to the nearby well together.  They pour their 
full buckets in an old oil barrel or directly on the pile of dirt the men are digging 
up.  The men mix the water and the soil using enchadas (short hoes) and then 
march in it with their bare feet.  The work proceeds in the same manner until 
midday when everyone is served lunch to thank them for their help.  After lunch, 
the women go home, and the men divide up the remaining work of water 
collection, transporting the mud to the house, and plastering the walls.  A half 
dozen boys appear and carry heavy globs of mud on pieces of scrap metal to the 
house about 400 meters away.  At the house, André slings the mud at the walls, 
and pushes it between the gaps in the sticks and the rocks.  Tomorrow he will add 
another layer of mud plaster to the outside to give it a smooth finish. 

 
As this example shows, house building is a social affair that everyone contributes to.  
André's friends and neighbors offered water and their labor, and he thanked them with a 
midday meal.   
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Image 5.3.0:  Group helping André build his house. 
 
Bebidas (alcoholic drinks) play a significant social and cultural role in Makhuwa 
households and are important to the maintenance of social networks. Women generally 
brew cabanga and otheka, while men distill vinho.  The bebidas all rely on access to a lot 
of water: the grains need to be carefully cleaned, soaked and boiled. Cabanga, is a 
homemade beer made with sugar and corn meal, which is thick, like oatmeal.  Otheka is 
manufactured with mandioca (cassava), sugar, and water, and is less common now than it 
was in the past.  Vinho is typically made by distilling caju (cashew fruit) or canna de 
açucar (sugar cane).   
 
The brewing or distilling process is itself a social event.  Walking back from an interview 
in Mecupus one day in May, a young boy called after Hortencia and me.  He directed us 
to follow him back towards his house.  As we approached, the crowd and the sweet smell 
in the air informed me that vinho de canna was being prepared.  Twelve people were 
sitting around an open structure made of reed mats, where the alcohol slowly dripped out 
of a homemade distillery.  Amina's husband was preparing the alcohol with his son's 
help.  Other than Amina’s husband, son, and one other male relative, women and small 
children made up the rest of the crowd.   The women sat together on esteras, with their 
children, while the men gathered around the distillery.  Sugar cane hacked into short 
pieces was piled next to the hut near two buckets of very dark muddy water. 
 
When I asked how the distillery works, Amina's son quickly jumped up and proudly 
pointed out each piece while describing the process.  He explained that the sugar cane 
had been fermenting in the old oil barrel since last week. Today, on the seventh day, they 
lit a fire under the barrel to boil the alcohol.  The boiling liquid is drawn up through 
ceramic bowls turned upside down and sealed to the top of the barrel.  The bowls direct 
the alcohol down narrow pipes, which run lengthwise down a hallowed out log full of 
water.  When the boiling alcohol moves through the pipes the water cools it and “keeps it 
from having a burnt taste," as the boy explained.  From the pipes the alcohol drains down 
a little stick into an awaiting glass bottle.  Giving into the social pressure, I tried a sip 
from the first inch of vinho that accumulated in the bottle. It had a full smoky taste that 
coated my mouth and hung in my throat like strong mouthwash.  I made a face and 
everyone laughed, while encouraging me to drink more.  Soon the women were given a 
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bottle of vinho to share.  They passed around the bottle between them, while the men 
gathered around a separate bottle.   
 

 
 
Image 5.3.1:  Distillery described by Amina's son. 
 
Bebidas are also sold at local markets to generate cash for men and women. While 
cabanga is increasingly sold by women, the following story illustrates that its role in 
maintaining social relationships continues to be significant: 
 

Over the last three days Paula has been preparing cabanga with the help of her 
eldest daughter Celestina.  The preparation requires pounding a lot of corn meal 
and fetching a lot of water.  The corn meal, sugar, and water have been cooking 
together in tall clay pots on top of large cooking fires behind the house (Image 
5.3.2), and today the fires are extinguished.  When the fermented corn meal has 
cooled, Paula sits on a small stool with the two canneries in front of her.  She 
scoops the fermented grains out of the pot on her right and puts them in a netted 
sac stretched like a hammock between the two jars.  She fills the sac to the size of 
a softball and then kneads and squeezes it, so the liquid drips into the cannery to 
her left.  The grains are dipped into a bowl of cloudy water and again massaged to 
drain the liquid out.  The mash is put in a third bowl and this process is repeated 
over and over until all the grains have been drained of liquid. 
 
The next morning Paula wakes up and pours the cabanga from the cannery into a 
freshly cleaned 30 liter plastic pail.  It congealed overnight and sloshes out of the 
pail in chunks.  Somehow word gets out that there is a fresh batch of cabanga, 
and one by one men wander into the courtyard in the morning.  I recognize them 
all as friends of the family and Paula brings them a small pail of frothy cabanga.  
The men sit together and share ladels of cabanga from calabash gourd (Image 
5.3.3). At about 9 am I head off with Paula and her eight year old son, Favorito, 
for the Nairopi ferra (market).  I help Paula lift the heavy 30 liter pail of cabanga 
on her head.  She wobbles at first and then walks quickly ahead; I have to run to 
catch up.  The walk takes about an hour and it is raining hard.  On the way we 
meet other people also headed to the market and walk with them.  Our large group 
stops frequently under trees along the dirt path when there is an especially hard 
downpour.  During these times Paula opens up her bucket and passes around a 
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ladle of cabanga.  A woman offers her a couple tomatoes in return, and one man 
gives her a long wooden spoon used for stirring xima.   
 
At the market we sit on a wooden log with other women selling cabanga under a 
piece of ragged plastic stretched between a stick frame (Image 5.3.4).  Behind us 
is a row of men selling vinho.  The vinho is siphoned from yellow bidons into 
glass bottles that customers share.   Paula sells a scoop of cabanga for 5 mzn and 
the small plastic bucket (about 1.5 liters) for 30 mzn.  Most of the cabanga is sold 
to men in small pails that they drink in groups of three to six, squatting near the 
stall.  After each use, the pail and calabash scoop are washed with water.  Paula 
gives free scoops of cabanga to men and women she knows at the market, but 
also turns away people who come to beg for cabanga when they are drunk.  In 
this role, women have power to regulate how much men (and women) drink.   

 
 

 
 
Image 5.3.2, 5.3.3, 5.3.4:  Paula preparing cabanga, men sharing cabanga before Paula goes to the 
market, selling cabanga at the market. 
 
This example illustrates how bebidas are used to build and maintain social networks.  
Bebidas are part of the complex system of exchange that involves labor, cash, food, 
crops, transport, and childcare.  Women's skill in preparing bebidas gives them a valuable 
product to exchange and use to get what they need.  For Paula, the relationships she 
fostered by giving cabanga freely were as important as her final profit.  Paula knows that 
these gifts are really future exchanges, and she can call on these people when she needs 
help.  Bebidas also play a central role in the ganho/ganho system (farm work exchange 
system), and are one of the ways of compensating men and women for their field labor.    
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When water is scare social networks are strained.  During times of water scarcity, water 
may be considered too precious to share with others.  One woman asked me rhetorically, 
"If you don't have a lot of water and someone comes by your house to ask for water, do 
you think that you will give them your family's precious drinking water? No!" she 
answered herself emphatically. "You will give them water you collected from the river."  
In this case, the well water was distant from the women's house, but considered to be 
more valuable than river water, which wasn't good to drink.   
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In Nahuluco, during the dry season, when I asked a group of men if they regularly gave 
water to anyone, they all laughed and said that water is too difficult to collect to give it 
freely to others.  Talking with a woman in Chilipane, I asked if she could borrow a 
bicycle from someone to collect water.  She replied: "In these times people don't easily 
do favors for each other with water.  Many times if someone gives you a bike to use, they 
will also expect you to fill a bidon for them at the well."  As this woman indicates, while 
water may not be freely given, it continues to play a role in social networks and can be 
exchanged for labor or access to other assets.   
 
A lack of water in the home also makes it difficult for people to host guests, a value that 
is very important in Makhuwa culture.  If guests are not well taken care of this reflects 
poorly on their hosts.  In October, when I was living in Namanhipiri, my host family 
spent many extra hours trying to collect enough water for me to bathe with.  They 
apologized everyday for not having enough water for Hortencia and me, and I felt guilty 
that they were doing extra work for me.  
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Ritual baths are important at three critical life stages:  birth, initiation, and death.  Maria, 
a curandeiro (healer) in Mutuala, performs the first bath for newborns once their 
umbilical cord falls off.  The umbilical cord is combined with the baby's first poop and 
buried in the house.  The first ritual bath is given to prevent the baby from getting sick or 
stolen, and a second bath at four to five months is intended to give the baby strength and 
help them grow.  In Chilipane, after the first bath, the curandeiro prepares a medicinal 
paste, which visitors apply to the belly button of the baby. 
 
The final stage of the initiation rites is also marked by a ritual bath.  Boys and girls enter 
the river as children, and emerge as women and men. The water symbolizes rebirth and 
integration into adult life (Martinez, 2004). In his detailed account of Makhuwa life, 
Martinez describes how the boys line up on the riverbank while their instructor describes 
the symbolism of the river bath.  Martinez (2004) observes that, "It is not an ordinary 
bath.  Apart from hygiene and relaxation this bath symbolizes a purification of their 
formal life as children, a life they are about to leave behind so they can enter a new life as 
adults" (p.124). In many communities, initiation ceremonies have fundamentally changed 
in the last couple decades, but the ritual bath has not lost its significance.  In communities 
where the girl's initiation rites now take place in the church or mosque they may bathe 
inside these houses of worship rather than at the river, but the symbolism of water 
remains the same. 
 
After a death, a ritual bath is an important part of preparing a corpse for burial.  Close 
family members (of the same sex as the deceased) clean the corpse. This bath is 
important not only for cleanliness, but also to ritually purify the body (Martinez, 2004).  
Many people also emphasize the importance of washing your hands after the body has 
been laid to rest.  This is likely an Islamic tradition, as ablutions are recommended by the 
Prophet following contact with the dead to regain ritual purity, but the practice was also 
adopted by at least some Christians. 
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Water is perceived to have many healing properties.  Children and adults are given ritual 
baths to fortify them against disease, cure sickness, purify the body, and ward off evil 
sprits.  Curandeiros are often sought to administer these baths.  Various secret 
ingredients gathered from the bush by the curandeiros are added to the bathing water and 
the patient is bathed either at the river, the divination hut or another auspicious space. 
Ernesto, a curandeiro in Mecupus, explained that people possessed by bad spirits (majini) 
are given a medicinal bath at the crossing of two paths, while cursed individuals are 
bathed in the river, and people having bad dreams are bathed in the divination hut.   
 
Apart from ritual baths, curandeiros also need water to boil their medicines.  The 
medicinal ingredients gathered from the bush are pounded to a pulp, boiled together, and 
then taken orally by patients.  While there is no rule about where the water used for 
treatments had to be collected, there were prohibitions about who could collect the water 
curandeiros used in their work.  All curandeiros I interviewed reported that they could 
not use water gathered by a woman who was menstruating.51  They believe that 
menstruating women pollute the water and using this water could cause grave sickness in 
the patients.   
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“We made from water every living thing” (Quran 21:30).   
 
Water plays a significant role in many religious practices.  Nearly all Christian churches 
have an initiation ritual involving water.  Baptism signifies acceptance into the church 
and a commitment to faith in Christ.  The practice and symbolism of the baptism differs 
between churches.  For example, in the Catholic Church baptism is performed by 
sprinkling water on the head of the initiate, symbolizing the forgiveness of sin and the 
end of one's separateness from God.  A different practice occurs at Palavra de Vida 
(Word of Life).  At this church the baptism takes place at the river and the initiate’s entire 
body is immersed in the water and blessed by the pastor. 
 
In Islam, water is used for purification.  Ritual purity is achieved through ablutions 
performed before daily prayer, after sex, and before touching the Koran. As the Imam in 
Namnahipiri explained, "the Gods are beautiful and clean, when you pray you need to be 
like the Gods…You must wear clean clothes and wash your teeth, then your hands…." A 
full shower is recommended by the Prophet at least once a week, and always before the 
Friday prayer.   
 
During times of water scarcity, it is a challenge to find enough water to wash before the 
five daily prayers.   The Imam in Namanhipiri explained that when the well at the 
mosque becomes dry, worshipers must bring their own water to perform abolitions.  He 
advises his followers to ask their neighbors for water if they don't have any or are distant 

                                                
51 Some older men and women recalled that the prohibition against menstruating women collecting water 
and cooking was widely observed in the general population before the war began. 
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from home during prayer time.  Picking up a handful of sand and rubbing it on his arms, 
he demonstrates how Muslims should symbolically clean themselves before prayer if 
there is simply no water available.   
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Water also plays a significant role in ceremonies practiced by the Makhuwa to 
communicate with their ancestors.  The Makhuwa traditionally believe that their 
ancestors are alive and endowed with supernatural powers.  Ancestors take the form of 
spirits who can establish communion between the living and God (Martinez, 2004).  
During the Makeah ceremony mapira (millet)52 is sprinkled on the ground to 
communicate with ancestors and bebidas are offered to the spirits (Martinez, 2004; 
Arnfred, 2007).   
 
Offerings of food and drinks are made to the ancestors during the principal phases of the 
lifecycle (birth, initiation, marriage, and death).  In these ceremonial contexts water is a 
medium endowed with a spiritual force capable of bringing people closer to God.  Similar 
ceremonies are performed to ask the ancestors for help when someone is sick or has 
suffered misfortune.  Food and drink are offered to improve conditions among the living, 
and to thank the ancestors when things are going well.  I was invited to an ancestor 
veneration ceremony in Mutuala.   
 
Walking back home from the water source, a man about 50 years old asks if Hortencia 
and me want to attend a family ceremony at his house.  I hesitate because I don't 
understand his broken Portuguese - he senses my misunderstanding and  explains to 
Hortencia that they are offering xima to the ancestors.  We gladly accept and join the 
group at an open clearing, not far from his house.  When we arrive, a woman and a man 
are sweeping the dirt with short brooms.  The ground is bare except for two small twigs 
about 8” tall stuck into the ground, and a couple broken pieces of pottery.  I ask the man 
who invited us if I can take pictures; he agrees.   
 

There is a lot of commotion and noise as the group gathers in place.  Twelve 
adults are present. Fifteen children also try to crowd in the circle. An older 
woman brings three large plates of xima and two plates of fish and sets them on 
the ground.  Someone carries a bucket of water and sets it nearby.  One man 
chases the children away and then all together the adults kneel.  For the first 30 
seconds the oldest man is the center of attention:  he slowly breaks up the xima 
balls into bite sized chunks, dips them in the fish sauce, and places them in an 
empty tin bowl near the two twigs.  Throughout the ritual, he mumbles, looking 
down at the bowls the whole time, like he is talking with someone he cared for 
deeply.  A bowl of hand-washing water is passed around.  The oldest woman 
washes her hands and then also starts breaking up the balls of xima and placing 
them in the tin bowl.  Soon everyone has hands in the mix: pulling, dipping, and 
placing the xima in the bowls until the order appears to disintegrate.  At some 
point people start eating the xima rather than placing it in the tin bowls. The 

                                                
52 Corn and cassava flour are often used today in place of millet.!!
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children begin to return and the high pitched cries of two babies makes it difficult 
for me to hear anything.  When the tin bowl is full, a man sets down a piece of 
notebook paper with old school exercises on it to hold more xima.    
 
After all the xima has been balled up and eaten or left in the bowl or on the paper 
for the ancestors, people back out of the circle and suck on fish bones. The man 
who began the ceremony draws a cup of water from the nearby bucket and pours 
an arc of water around food offerings (Image 5.3.5).  The water is then used for 
people to drink and wash their hands.  Five minutes after the ceremony began it is 
over.  The group heads back to a nearby house (who I learn is the oldest woman in 
the group) to eat more xima and fish.  The whole scene seemed very chaotic to 
me, and not at all like the solemn and sacred ceremony I had anticipated.  

 

 
 
Image 5.3.5:  Offering water to the ancestors during the ceremony. 
 
Later I learned that the old man and his son were sick so their family consulted a 
curandeiro to identify the cause of the sickness.  The curandeiro told them that the 
ancestors were angry because the old man's father was not correctly honored at his death.  
To cure the sickness the curandeiro advised them to perform the ceremony I observed to 
ask the ancestors for forgiveness.  In this ceremony, water and food symbolize the bond 
between the living and the dead (Martinez, 2004).  Just as living people need food and 
water; the ancestors also have hunger and thirst.   
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Eyano emosa khenathamala osiva mathapa (One mouth alone cannot taste food) 
 -Fransisco Lerma Martinez (2004 p.90). 
 
Ritual meals are served following many important social ceremonies: initiation rites, 
funerals, weddings, visits from guests and family members, and ancestor worship 
ceremonies. As Arnfred (2007) observed, eating and drinking have a "touch of the holy" 
in ceremonial contexts among the Makhuwa. According to Martinez (2004), "Eating and 
drinking symbolize and establish solidarity, and an attitude of peaceful, friendly, and 
fraternal relationships that permit vital exchange" (p.113).  
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In Mecupus, I attended one ritual meal at the end of a Queresma ceremony, a Muslim 
ceremony that follows 40 days after a death.   Commemoration celebrations may occur as 
many as five times following the death of someone with high status in the community.   
When I arrived at the family's kintal (courtyard) during the middle of the morning, it was 
already buzzing with activity:   
 

Some women are behind the house gathering wood and starting small cooking 
fires (Image 5.3.6, 5.3.7).   New women arrive with overflowing bundles of 
cooking supplies on their heads.  They unwrap their bundles revealing bowls, 
knives, long wooden stirring sticks, cassava, tomatoes, dried fish, salt, and peanut 
powder.  Some women also have five liter water jugs in their bundle.  Dozens of 
small cooking fires are prepared by women and they start their sauces by adding 
peanut powder and small tomatoes to pots of boiling water.   
 
Later the women add either chicken, dried fish, or dried shrimp to their pots.  
Some women are not cooking and instead make continuous trips to collect water.  
By 10 am, there are 31 individual fires, and probably 75 women are cooking.  The 
women squat or sit on their sandals, aside their fires in small groups of three or 
four. Waiting for the food, I pass the time wandering around trying to learn the 
Makhuwa words for different cooking ingredients.  After more than four hours, 
most of the food seems to be done, but everyone is just sitting around, and I can't 
figure out what is going on.  Calabashes of cabanga are passed around and women 
sit together in small groups talking and laughing.   The men lounge in front of the 
house, drinking, playing cards, and roasting chicken. I give up, starving, and head 
back to the house of my host family.   

 
Later I learned that the whole ceremony was delayed and the later festivities were 
cancelled due to a lack of water. The ceremony put an extra burden on the community 
well.  Water was needed for the cabanga preparation, cooking, and washing vegetables, 
hands, and cooking utensils.  When the food was ready there wasn't enough water to 
wash the serving plates or hands.   
 

 
 
Image 5.3.6, 5.3.7:  Early morning photos of women cooking at the Queresma ceremony. 
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When I started my research in Nampula, I was surprised by how much was happening at 
water sites.  A variety of domestic activities take place at the water sources including 
bathing, cooking, and washing clothes, plates, and grains.  In addition to domestic 
activities, water sources are also places of socialization for children, sites of spiritual and 
healing rituals, and places where livelihood activities are performed.  All these activities 
are social: work is shared, and conversation, play, and flirtation keep the mood light.  
 
Bonding at the water sources occurs between generations, as well as between different 
villages.  Water sources are often shared by as many as five different communities, and 
meetings at the water sites present a chance for women to exchange news, discuss crop 
prices, and inform others about social events. At the same time, however, water sources 
are also places of competition and conflict, arduous domestic work, danger, and 
suffering.   This section discusses water sites as social and gendered spaces, associated 
with a range of complex and often contradictory emotions and experiences. 
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Water sources are women's spaces.  Informal rules allow women to claim the water site 
as their own.  For example, men must ask to enter the water site during times when 
women could be bathing.  As they near the water site men shout out "moroh" (coming).  
If nobody is bathing, the women yell back "morai" and the men enter.  When women are 
bathing the men must wait until the women wrap capallanas around themselves.  These 
boundaries are well known to even young boys and generally respected by men.  
However, the boundaries are temporal: in the early mornings when women bathe, men 
are excluded from the water sources, but in the early afternoons men are more accepted. 
 
Some men have gardens near water sources that rely on river or well water.  The 
vegetable gardens are watered using simple canal systems or water carried from the wells 
in open bowls.  In Mecupus, Marcelino cultivates sweet potatoes, beans, ochre, and 
tomatoes in raised beds near the main community wells.   Due to the layout of the wells 
in this space, when Marcelino works in his garden, he is not visible or within earshot of 
the women waiting at other wells in the same riverbed.  Men working in their gardens 
tend to keep to themselves if women are congregated nearby; they also plan their 
gardening activities during times when women are less likely to be at the wells. 
 
There are noticeable differences in the way men and women use the space and their time 
at the water sites.   Women and children spend the most time at the water sources.  Few 
women go to the water source only to collect water and most women bathe and/or wash 
clothes when they are at the rivers or wells.  The time at the water source is filled with 
conversation: sometimes whispered exchanges between a couple of women and other 
times loud, animated exchanges that involve everyone at the well or engage women on 
different sides of the river.  Men might collect water and exchange greetings with women 
at the water site, but they do not stay and socialize.   
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At the wells and rivers women converse about a wide range of subjects. After greeting 
each other, women ask about each other's health and family news.  Depending on what is 
happening in their families the conversation could shift to births, weddings, initiation 
ceremonies, or funerals.   If the well is in a private location, women often gossip and 
complain about their husbands.  In Mecupus one afternoon, a woman in a polygamous 
marriage complained that her husband didn't have "the conditions" to support a second 
wife, and her friend grumbled about how much time her husband spent at the market.  
Another topic of conversation is food and cooking:  women often discuss how much 
cassava they have in their storerooms, what type of caril (seasonings) are available in the 
market, and what they are cooking for lunch or dinner. Comments about the difficult 
water situation are also woven throughout.    
 
There are visible gender differences in the way men and women collect water and the 
type of water they collect.  Consider the example of Mecupus, where the primary water 
source consists of a series of shallow open wells in a shared space. Each of these wells is 
used for a different purpose. The wider diameter wells that are visibly dirtier are used for 
laundry, watering animals, irrigating gardens, bathing, and making mud bricks. Men are 
more likely to collect water from these holes than the single narrow diameter well 
reserved for drinking and cooking purposes.  The water in the well used for drinking is 
relatively clear, but there is little of it, and a large group is always gathered around 
waiting for the well to recharge.  In general, the cleaner the water in the well, the longer 
the wait time, and the less likely men are to use the source. 
 
Men don't normally collect water for drinking or cooking, and are more likely to collect 
water for activities that don't depend on clean or good tasting water.  This has 
implications for the amount of time men spend at the water site.  While women will 
spend hours waiting for cleaner water, I rarely observed any men waiting at the water 
site.  The techniques used by men to collect water also limit their time at the water 
source.  Men are more likely to collect water from rivers or large diameter wells that 
allow them to dunk their bucket and leave quickly rather than tediously fill up a bucket 
scoop by scoop.  For example, when men collect water for house-building, the water 
quality doesn't matter, and they stand in the wells with their mud caked legs and 
submerge their buckets.   
 
In Namanhipiri, I was informally talking with three women at the Sr. Ali well in 
September, when the wait times at the well were several hours.  I asked them if men also 
collected water from the well.  One of them replied, "It is not that men never collect 
water here, but they don't have the patience to sit and wait for water.  When men arrive 
and they see the well has little water and many women waiting they return to their 
houses." The other women laughed knowingly.  It is not simply that men don't want to 
wait for water, they don't want to wait in a women's space.  Men are uncomfortable 
entering a space that is clearly women's territory; they will wait apart from the well for an 
opening in line rather than enter into a group of women engaged in conversation.   
 
Water sites can be places of refuge for women to get away from their husbands and 
conflicts at home. As one woman in Nampula explained to Isabelle Casimiro (2008) 
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when she asked her about marital difficulties, "We don't have marital conflicts, because 
when he (her husband) speaks to me eu calo-me (I calm myself).  Women have a strategy 
(p.261).  Another women Casimiro interviewed described a similar strategy for dealing 
with marital problems:  "When we are having problems, I go to the well and leave my 
husband to talk by himself" (p.262).  
 
Gendered interactions can be quite different depending on the location of the well and the 
privacy it offers women, as I witnessed at the Natuva river in Namanhipiri. 
 

It is April and the Natuva river flows slowly across the path to the neighboring 
village of Piquera.  Two women are doing laundry in a pool on the slow moving 
river.  With children strapped to their backs the women bend over dipping their 
clothes in the water.  From the top of the valley the river is hidden and most men 
announce their presence as they approach.  Motorcycles must be exempt from this 
rule:  I watch two barrel down the hill without stopping.  I shake my head with 
disgust as the motorcycles splash water on the women.  One of the women reads 
my body language and comments that the men are from Piquera, as if to explain 
their rudeness.   
 
A young man arrives on a bike with a boy about four years old.  He greets one of 
the women and lays out a long piece of black plastic on the riverbank.  He sets a 
radio playing static infused Portuguese love songs by his bike and washes a pile 
of clothes that look to be his own, pounding the soapy clothes into the plastic.  
The women keep to themselves, but also use a corner of the plastic to scrub their 
laundry.  I ask the man if either of the women are his wife, and he shakes his head 
and smiles.  The man carefully scrubs his sandals and then bathes himself in the 
middle of the river, wearing a capallana as a loincloth.  He rubs his feet on the 
rocks to make them smooth.  The boy sits on the riverbank patiently watching 
him.   I ask the women where they bathe, and they point to the dense grass on the 
other side of the river.   

 

 
 
Image 5.4.0:  Doing laundry and bathing at the Natuva river. 
 
This example of the pool on the Natuva river shows how men and women can share an 
open and public water source without violating social norms.  If the space was more 
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private, the young man would have been less comfortable being alone with two women 
and also faced gossip about his relations with the women - rivers are places where men 
and women commonly meet to have sex.   
 
The man's actions also demonstrate the power men have to transform space and make it 
their own.  When the man laid out the black plastic and turned on his radio, he laid claim 
to the space, and the women entered the space on his terms.  Although he was generous 
and shared his plastic and tunes with the women, he managed to flip the power relations 
so the women were asking his permission to use the space.  The motorcycles that sped by 
splashing the women are another example of men crossing boundaries that women 
typically have more control of at private water sources.   
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For children, the water sites are places of chores and play.  It is common for parents to 
send young children, especially girls, to the wells with laundry or dishes to wash.  One 
day in Chilipane, three girls younger than five arrived at the well with a bin of dirty 
dishes and two five liter jugs.  I watched as they worked together to collect water from 
the deep well, all three of them pulling on the rope at the same time. When they had two 
full jugs of water, they did the dishes and took turns pouring water on each other's heads 
to bathe. The girls were very serious and efficient with their work; they could have been 
young women with the adeptness with which they accomplished their tasks.   
 
Children are also quite good at turning daily chores into games, and often stay at the 
water sources long after filling their buckets, especially when there are no adults present.  
In Mecupus, I watched five children between the ages of three and ten interacting at the 
well: 

 
The oldest boy sits on the ground straddling the opening of the drinking water 
well.  He reaches down with a tin bowl to scoop water.  There is only an inch of 
water in the well and it takes him about ten minutes to fill a 20 liter yellow jug.  
He then dunks a metal bucket in a different well with more water, and scoops 
water to top it off. The boy sets the bucket by the path, not far from the well and 
goes behind the weeds. When he comes out he has a small cloth tied around his 
waist like a skirt.  As the boy nears the well, the oldest girl snags the tin bowl 
from the bucket.  It is empty, but she pretends to use the bowl to throw water at 
the boy.  Both are giggling and the boy jumps back like she has just gotten him 
wet.  The girl fills the cup with water and glances shyly in my direction.  I am 
filming the scene. She stares back at the camera for a moment and seems to 
decide that my presence should not ruin the game and she runs down the path 
chasing the boy.  She throws a scoop of water in his direction before turning back.  
The game continues until some truce has been reached.  When the boy returns the 
girl nicely pours a stream of water over his body as he rubs himself.  After 
pouring a few more bowls, she lifts the whole bucket and dumps it over his head.  
They both giggle.  The girl refills the bucket, sets it down, and then disappears in 
the bushes.  When she comes back she is naked and covering her pubic area with 
one hand.  When the boy sees her coming he chases her down the path with a 
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bowl of water, and she shrieks with surprise and delight.  The girl sneaks back, 
and when she sees the boy is occupied filling another bucket, she cautiously 
bathes herself, keeping her eyes on the boy.  When the boy fills his bucket he 
walks over to where the three younger children are playing in the dirt and tells 
them to take off their clothes.  The two five year old girls obey and wait for the 
older boy to pour water on them. The three year old boy remains sitting with his 
clothes on, until the older boy peels his clothes off and pours water over his head.  
He rubs the little boy's back and arms vigorously.  The oldest girl takes over 
bathing the two girls, and the boy returns to the drinking water well to fill another 
bucket to carry home.  When the girls are done bathing, they wash their 
underwear, skirts and shirts and hang them on nearby bushes to dry.   
 

As this example shows, teasing and flirting often characterize interactions between older 
children at the water site. While the playful interactions between the eldest girl and boy 
were innocent enough, water sources are places where sexuality is explored.  Children 
often help each other bathe at the water sites and have the opportunity to see and touch 
each other's naked bodies out of their parents' sight.   
 
As boys grow older they spend less time at the water sources, and bathing with the girls 
becomes inappropriate.  It seems that this age distinction for boys more closely 
corresponds to marital age (around 16 to 18 years old), than with the boy's initiation 
rituals that take place around the age of 12.  However, boys who are older than 16 often 
pass by the water sources and find an excuse to linger to talk to the girls when they are 
alone.  On a cool quiet spot on the Nagonha river, I once came upon four teenage boys 
sitting on rocks listening to a radio playing mostly static.  Just down the river two teenage 
girls were doing laundry.  The boys may have just bathed or washed their clothes, but 
when I approached they were lounging on the rocks and calling out to the girls.  When 
they saw me they pretended to ignore me, but then spent a great deal of effort trying to 
attract my attention and the attention of the girls by doing dance moves and pushing each 
other around.  I took up a spot with the girls, who smiled at the boy's attempts, but 
continued slapping their clothes on the rocks without looking up.   
 
The river provides young people privacy and an escape from the strict supervision of 
parents.  One day in Mecupus, Dramane, Celestina's young suitor came by the house and 
offered to take her to the river on his motorcycle to wash clothes.  This offer was the 
perfect excuse for the couple to spend time together alone.  Celestina gladly accepted and 
jumped on the motorcycle in front of her mother, who must have known that Dramane 
had other motivations beyond easing Celestina's workload.   
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Bathing at the water source saves water collection time and is a social activity for women 
and children.  In Nruwane, outside of Namanhipiri, one older woman explained to me 
that she takes a bath at the well because she can only manage to go to the well once a day 
and can't carry enough water home to bathe.  Most of the water sources have some 
vegetation around them that offer women privacy and allow them to bathe naked.  If there 
is a possibility of men passing by, women keep on their underwear or capallanas.  To 
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wash under their capallanas, women disappear in the tall grasses or simply squat and 
splash water on themselves.  When women are menstruating they take their bathing water 
and seek privacy in the nearby bushes.  I asked a group of women at a well in Chilipane if 
they have any problems gaining privacy to clean when they are menstruating, and one 
woman, who answered for the group, said simply, "There are no men here, so it isn't a 
problem."  There are well known rules that prohibit men from entering certain water 
sites. 
 
Bathing is a communal activity. Women generally bathe early in the morning, when they 
go to collect water for the first time.  One morning in Chilipane, I walked to the Pilivili 
well as the sun's first rays struck the river.    
 

Ten women and children from the ages of 4-60 are bathing together.  A young girl 
scrubs the back of a woman who I suspect is her mother.  Another woman washes 
her four year old son with a sliver of soap wrapped in a piece of plastic bag.   The 
area is not very private:  the well is visible from both sides of the riverbank, and 
reached by a well-used path following the river.  Women bathing on the opposite 
side yell greetings over the river and spread the sad news of the death of a famous 
curandeirio's son.  This ignites an animated debate on our side of the river 
between the women about the cause of the sickness and the curandeiro's alleged 
skills, since he couldn't even cure his own son.  A group of girls between the ages 
of 5 and 13 come down the path together.  They collect buckets of water from the 
well, and wade into the grassy patch in the middle of the river.  The area is devoid 
of any taller vegetation and the girls have nothing to hide behind, but they do have 
the bright sun on a cold morning. 

 
The scene at Chilipane was magnified at Namanhipiri, where a secluded space on a river 
offered women more privacy.  Around 5:30 am, Hortencia and I walked alone to the 
Natuva river to see what took place early in the morning.   
 

There is a steep decent down into the river bottom.  As we poke through a tunnel 
of dense bushes carved by a machete, I can hear the cacophonous hum of 
conversation on the other side, like the crickets and frogs at night.  We emerge 
from the tunnel into a wide-open space where a garden is planted.  More than 
forty women are bathing in small groups with buckets of all shapes and colors 
resting in the grass.  Most women are completely naked; some women wear a 
capallana.   When I am spotted, the conversations die down and everyone stares.  
A couple of women bring their hands down to cover their pubic area.  I never 
expected such a scene.  Luckily one woman knows me and calls out, "Amelia 
(Emily in Portuguese), Salama, I hali."  My answer in Makhuwa breaks the 
tension, but I quickly walk through the clearing and back towards the river so as 
not to make people uncomfortable.  I weave up another path and walk down to a 
different part of the river that is more public.  About a dozen women are bathing, 
along with some young girls and boys.  The women wear capallanas and the 
children are naked.  Other women are washing clothes.  Because people from 
three villages use this river, it is the first time many people have seen me.  Some 
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proceed with caution, keeping a watchful eye on my movement, while others 
coming down to the river see me and head straight back home.  I spent little time 
at the Natuva river, not wanting to disrupt these activities.  
 

Men might also bathe or wash their clothes at the river, but these activities are generally 
not collective social activities like they are for women.  Unmarried men may have to 
wash their own clothes and it was not uncommon to see a young man squatting on a rock 
away from the women doing his laundry alone.  Men always bathe outside of women's 
space and are more likely to bathe at rivers, than at wells because they can use different 
parts of the river without being seen by women (Image 5.4.1).   
 

 
 
Image 5.4.1:  Young man doing his laundry alone in Namanhipiri. 
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Water sources are important sites for ritual and spiritual practices. In the past, water 
sources were sites where ancestors were worshiped and people communicated with the 
spirits.  One elderly man remembered how the leaders performed the Makeah ceremony 
at wells to ask the spirits for rain during his youth.  Another man described a ceremony, 
called orumpua ephala.  As he explained, this ceremony involves preparing food and 
serving it to the ancestors at the well on wooden platters.  After serving the food the 
leaders place medicine around the well and take medicinal baths to appeal to the spirits 
for rain.   
 
Older adults all agree that there is less water available in the rivers and community wells 
than there was when they were children.  The majority of people are confused about why 
this is happening; older people are more likely to attribute this trend to the spirit's anger 
about the decline of traditional ceremonies and practices, like orumpua ephala.  During 
an exchange with an elderly man in Nruwane, he told me: "in the past we put traditional 
medicine around the well so that the water would remain in the well and it wouldn’t dry 
up.  Now we put the medicine in the ground at the well and it doesn’t help."  "Why 
doesn't it help now," I ask?   "Because we don’t have a lot of rain," he replies without any 
irony.   
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From his perspective, spiritual practices, the happiness of the spirits, rainwater, and the 
water in the well are all interconnected.  The piamuene (female lineage leader) in 
Namanhpiri had a similar view.  After elaborately explaining a fire ceremony performed 
in the past by the régulo, she says with regret, "The people who heard the religious 
teachings stopped coming to take their fire sticks, until nobody came, and the Regulo 
stopped the ceremony.  Now people don't have water.  Namanchili (a well) doesn’t have 
water and people go without bathing because the spirits are mad."   
 
While some spiritual rituals at the water source have been discontinued, rivers continue to 
be important sites for other rituals.  Many curandeiros perform healing rituals at the river, 
mixing secret plants with the river water to bathe patients.  In Namanhipiri, when Juma 
and his wife had twins, they called a curandeiro.  The curandeiro led them to the source 
of the river and bathed the entire family with a special medicine.  According to Juma, the 
purpose of the ritual was to prevent the family from having more twins in the future.   
Traditional medicines are also sprinkled around the riverbank in Namanhipiri to prevent 
crocodiles from crossing and harming people collecting water.   
 
Ritual bathing and submersion are also significant events in the transformation of men 
and women into the profession of a curandeiro.  Fransisco, a well-known curandeiro in 
Chilipane, told a fascinating story about how he began his profession:  
  

One day I went to the field with my wife and became very sick.  I was crazy and 
amarrado (tied to/possessed) by the spirits.  Conduzido (driven) by the spirits I 
went to the mata (bush) and was shown which things were good remedios 
(medicines) for sickness.  My family was worried about me.  I took off my clothes 
and fled; my family followed me.  When I was fleeing I was talking to the spirits, 
but my family didn't know this.  The majini (spirit possession) is very powerful 
and dangerous.  I arrived at a tall tree by a large river.  I climbed the tree and my 
family waited at the bottom.  The women started to cry; they didn't know what 
was wrong with me.  The spirits grabbed me and pulled me into the bottom of the 
river.  Nobody in my family saw me leave the tree.  I stayed in the water for some 
time.   I was under the water communicating with the spirits; they told me what I 
needed to do when I returned.  I didn't feel anything - neither hunger, nor cold.  
Some people spend several months or even a year in the water waiting for the 
spirits to explain everything.  After some time I emerged from the water, and my 
family was surprised.  I was normal again and we returned to the house.  The final 
ceremony that signaled my recovery from sickness was a bath, given to me by a 
curandeiro at the river.  Afterwards, I constructed a small hut to do my healing 
work and I started to do divinas (divining) and treat sickness and give baths to my 
patients.  
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For children, and especially girls, water sites are places of socialization where gender 
roles are indoctrinated.  Women of all ages spend time together at the wells and rivers, 
and it is here that many of them learn how to bathe themselves and wash clothes and 
dishes.  As I discussed earlier, the river plays an important role in the initiation ceremony 
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of girls and boys.  It is where they receive their final instructions and take a ritual bath.  
When girls and boys emerge from the bath, they are women and men with the 
responsibilities and status that come with these new roles.  In many communities the 
initiation ceremonies are changing and the rites take place entirely in the church, rather 
than the mata (bush).  But, even in these cases, the ritual bath usually still takes place in 
the river and carries the same symbolism.   
 
It is at the river that young girls often learn one of the most important cultural practices 
for women:  how to elongate their labia.   This practice, known as ithuna, is an 
"important aspect of girls' preparation for lovemaking, and for giving and receiving 
sexual pleasure" (Arnfred, 2007 p.151). Valentina, an elderly woman who oversees the 
women's initiation ceremonies in Namanhipiri, described to me how the madrinha (the 
young woman who counsels the initiate) prepares barracha natural53 and escorts the 
menina (young girl) to the river.  At the river the madrinha shows the menina how to 
apply the barracha to her labia and the penis of her husband.  At the initiation ceremony 
older women check that the labia of the initiate has been properly stretched. 
 
Bathing naked with older women at the water sources girls learn about their bodies and 
how to correctly wash themselves when menstruating.  These teachings are often 
reinforced during the initiation ceremonies through skits and songs.  In Namanhipiri, 
Valentina, one of the counselors for the initiation ceremonies explains to me the correct 
way to take care of pensals (strips of cloth used by women when they are menstruating).  
She describes how the cloth should be washed at the river in a secluded area with a lot of 
capim (long grass).  Women should take a tin cup reserved for this purpose and wash the 
cloth first and then themselves.  Valentina demonstrates each of these steps, pretending to 
pour water on herself.  She describes girls who wash their pensals in places where men 
might see them or use a regular drinking cup to wash themselves, as mal educados 
(poorly educated) and unhygienic.  She says that people will criticize the mother of a girl 
who does not behave correctly when menstruating. 
 
In Nahuluco, on the second night of the girl's initiation ceremony, I saw women perform 
a skit and song about proper washing behaviors during menstruation:   
 

The mauli (girl initiate) kneels with her madrinha at her side.  Directly in front of 
them two older women hold pensals in their hands and act out the gestures of 
applying soap and scrubbing the cloth in rhythm to the song.  The rest of the 
women circle around, singing and dancing slowly in place. Four women 
drumming set the beat. Suddenly two women dressed as men, in hats and overalls 
with capallanas stuffed in their crotch, confront the women pretending to wash 
their pensals. They talk angrily to the women and draw a line in the dirt.  For 
emphasis, one of the "men" hits the dirt with a stick.  The other women stop 
dancing and crowd around laughing.  The kneeling women seem to defend 
themselves and offer explanations to the women with the sticks.  After the "men" 
disappear, the women again return to washing themselves and the cloth.  The 

                                                
53 Barracha natural is a titillating substance made by roasting and grinding an ephithi seed and then adding 
water until it forms a paste.  !
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"men" with the sticks enter a second time and fight with each other and the 
women.   One of the "men" says in Portuguese, "Não pode lavar aqui" (you can't 
wash here) before leaving; the rest of the exchange is in Makhuwa. 
 
Just when I feel like the skit it is about to end, one woman snatches the pensal and 
runs off with it while the other three "men" attack the mauli and madrinha.  They 
push the women to the ground on their backs and act like they are raping them.  
They thrust themselves repeatedly onto the bodies of the girls strewn out on the 
dirt.  A large woman comes up behind a woman already on top of the madrinha 
and starts to hump her from behind.  I am as stunned by the violence of this 
action, as I am by the women laughing hysterically while it takes place. 

 
The skit and the song were ostensibly about the appropriate way a woman should wash 
her pensals at the river. Women should not wash pensals openly where there is the 
possibility that men passing by might catch a glimpse of the act.  Doing so is 
disrespectful to men and entitles them to violently punish the women who commit the 
transgression.  While women use water to clean and purify themselves when they are 
menstruating, it can also pollute men if they witness women performing these actions.  
The defilement and pollution of men when they see menstrual blood is widespread 
through many cultures, but the irony and violence of rape as a punishment for seeing 
menstrual blood leaves me shaken.  This skit also challenges the idea of women's power 
at the water site.  While the water site may be a women's space, rules, that men enforce, 
continue to govern the behaviors of women in this space.  The potential for sexual 
violence at the river is another theme brought up in the skit.   
 
At first I questioned my interpretation of the scene:  perhaps, I had taken the skit too 
seriously, and it was not as much a warning to girls, but an opportunity for women to 
play with gender roles? Dressing up as men, the women have a new weapon for 
punishment and do not slap the women as they might have outside of the performance.  
The humor in the skit is related to the women acting as men, and it wouldn't have been 
nearly as funny if the women had slapped the girls.  While there was certainly an element 
of performance geared toward getting a laugh out of the audience, I unfortunately saw a 
similar version of the skit in real life that seemed to lend weight to a more serious 
interpretation. 
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There were a couple events that occurred during my fieldwork that brought me out of the 
role of ethnographer, and rattled my intentions of avoiding passing judgment and 
remaining neutral.  None were quite as disconcerting as the event I heard about in 
Namanhipiri from my host mother.   
 
As the story goes, Julieta, my twelve year old host sister and her older sister, Luisa, went 
to the river to bathe and collect water.  They were the only people there and had 
undressed when they heard someone coming.  The man's voice called out, "moroh" and 
the girls yelled back that they were bathing.  Rather than waiting, the man came down to 
the river, grabbed Julieta and raped her.  Luisa escaped and ran home to get their mother.  
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Together, Luisa and her mother returned to the river and encountered Julieta walking 
home on the path in tears with a blood soaked skirt.  Her father rushed her to the hospital 
in Chalouwa on his motorbike.  Julieta and her family knew the man, and when they 
returned from the hospital her father left to confront him.  On his way, his own father, 
Julieta's grandfather, stopped him, and explained that the man was a member of their 
extended family and shouldn't be prosecuted, because "you don't do that to your family."  
Julieta's mother who is telling this part of the story, asks full of scorn, "if he is part of the 
family, than why would he try to kill his own daughter?"  To appease the grandfather, 
Julieta's father reported the man's crime to the district commissioner, rather than the 
police.  The unscrupulous man was assigned some sort of community service.  According 
to Julieta's mother, everyone agreed that the man should be punished.  Julieta and her 
sister were using a well-known spot for women to bathe and, as her mother added, 
"Julieta had done nothing to offend the man."   
 
This story was extremely disturbing for me to hear, especially because I did know Julieta 
so well.  When I heard the story a couple weeks after it occurred there wasn't anything I 
could do.  Julieta, who was normally the most boisterous of all the children, sat around 
the house listlessly.  When I visited again - two months later - I was happy to see that she 
had rejoined the games and everyday activities of other girls her age.     
 
This event caused me to rethink my earlier hypothesis of women's control and freedom at 
the customary water sites. I learned that for other women too, the water site is associated 
with danger. Many woman reported that they were afraid to walk to the water source 
alone or even with a group of other women when it is dark. Women are primarily afraid 
of men who "quer fazer coisas más" (want to do bad things). As Carlota confided, "I am 
scared to go to the river in the early morning when it is still dark, because there are bad 
men who wait for women on the paths to have sex with them." 
 
Other than sexual assault, some women worried that men would beat them and take their 
buckets.  There was one man who admitted that he is also scared about getting beat up 
when he goes to the river alone.  Besides the human danger, snakes and dogs were also 
feared by women on their long walks to the water source.  I was acutely aware of these 
dangers myself.  The paths to the water source were often lined by thick grasses and far 
from any houses.  I twice caught myself just before walking over thick green snakes, and 
tried not to think about what would happen if I were bitten.   
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The gender boundaries associated with the water sites are clear and known to children 
from an early age.  Wells are typically reserved for women to bathe at in the morning and 
may be more or less open to men after that, depending on how private or public the well 
is.  Rivers are divided into men's and women's space.  The dense vegetation lining the 
rivers often made it possible for men and women to bathe nearby one another with 
complete privacy.  
 
The boundaries act to protect women and give them privacy, but at the same time the 
boundaries hide things men don't want to deal with and contain women's "pollution."  
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Julieta's story testifies that although the boundaries are well known, they are permeable 
and not always respected.  Men who cross the boundaries, are subject to punishment from 
other men, and community gossip and ridicule.   There is of course, a large difference 
between the transgression of boundaries to attack a woman, flirt with girls, or collect 
water.  But even men who are forced to collect water for themselves, and correctly enter 
the space, face ridicule and accusations from other men concerned about their own wives 
at the water source.  The boundaries are, therefore, not only important for women, but 
also for men who want to protect the safety of daughters and wives, and limit the chance 
for their wife to escape with a lover on her own volition.  I did wonder whether some of 
the norms and boundaries at the water sources also gave men a chance to get out of 
collecting water. 
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Cooperation and conflict are twin themes visible at the water source.  Collecting water 
from many of the water sources requires a team effort.  I often observed women helping 
each other pull buckets from deep wells, lift buckets to their heads, bathe, or fill buckets.  
Sometimes one woman in the back of the line would explain that she needed to collect 
water quickly because she left food cooking on the fire or her children alone, and the 
other women allowed her to move to the front of the line.  While this type of assistance 
and support is clearly evident, conflicts at the water source are also common, especially 
during the dry season.  The conflicts are nearly always among women and typically about 
their place in the queue.  Arguments break out if a woman comes and puts her buckets in 
the line ahead of another woman's bucket or one woman fills up more than one bucket 
before others have had their turn.  As one woman explains: "There are many fights that 
can even lead to hitting because one person tries to fill more than one bucket, while 
others are waiting."  In Mecupus, Zainbo said that she stopped using the nearest well to 
her house because of all the fighting at there. Now she goes to a more distant source 
where there is "less confusion."   
 
In Chilipane, early in the morning, competition for the clear water is often quite physical 
and verbal arguments are common.  All around the muddy bank women push against 
each other for good position and reach into the well with buckets, cups, and gourds like a 
hungry army sharing a bowl of rice with different utensils.  The old people and young 
children are often pushed out of line, not able to compete for water.  Fighting is most 
common during the dry season when the water situation often becomes desperate.  At the 
Namirua well in Mecupus, women often spend the night waiting for water, and even do 
their cooking there, not wanting to give up their place in line.  One man told me about a 
fight between two women at this well, where one woman raised a bidon and cracked it on 
the other's head after she was cut in line.  Tensions run high when women face 
tremendous pressure to be back home caring for their children and cooking for their 
husbands.   
 
I saw a very different type of conflict on the Natuva river in Namanhipiri where two 
teenage boys were mining for gold. 
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The boys are digging mud from the bottom of the river and filtering it through 
small holes at the end of an oil barrel cut in half and laid on its side (Image 5.4.2).  
When the muddy water flows out of the barrel it runs down a chute lined with 
burlap sacs and back into the river.  Sticks under the burlap sacs create little pools 
where sediment collects.  When all the dirt passes through the barrel, the boys 
carefully lift the burlap from the chute and place it in a large plastic bowl.  The 
fabric is meticulously washed:  only a few handfuls of dark soil, the color of ash, 
remain at the bottom of the bowl.  The boys scoop water into the bowl and one 
boy rocks it in practiced circular motions to separate the gold from the dirt 
sediment.  After a few minutes the boys call me over and show me their prize.  At 
the edge of the little dirt pile a pinch of gold dust sparkles.   

 

 
 
Image 5.4.2:  Boys mining gold on the Natuva river. 
 
The problem with gold mining is that it takes place in the same part of the river that other 
people use for collecting water for drinking, cooking, washing clothes, and bathing.  The 
boy's small gold mining operation left the river water muddy and eroded the riverbank -  
now a steep drop replaces the gradual ramp into the river.  I was surprised to see no open 
confrontations during the operation. When women came down to the river and saw the 
muddy water they expressed their anger to each other, as if the boys were not still there 
and it was some sort of natural event.  One man who came to the river to collect water, 
saw the boys and expressed his frustration to me: "There is not much water and we must 
use it for many things.  On the big rivers, like Ligonha it is ok, but here we have little 
water." As an afterthought he added,  "There is little money to be made from gold here 
anyways."  The man collected water beneath the chute with his family and left without 
exchanging any words with the boys.  I suspect that these boys got away with their 
actions because they were from an important family, but was never able to confirm this 
suspicion.   
 
At Rio Ligonha in Moma, gold mining is big business.  Men come from neighboring 
districts in Nampula, as well as Zambezia to try their luck.  The river becomes a site of 
extraction and income generation for men from different communities, often at the 
expense of local water needs.  Malian men control the gold trade and reap the largest 
profits in the gold extraction and trade network, because they are able to sell the gold in 
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South Africa.  These types of water use conflicts are likely to increase as outsiders make 
more frequent incursions into rural areas looking to exploit the natural resources.   
 
The timber industry presents another example of external interference with water sources.  
Although most of this industry is illegal, it was quite visible in Namanhipiri:  everyday at 
least one large open back truck rumbled through the village carrying huge logs felled 
along the road between Namanhipiri and Zambezia.  When I asked the chief if anyone 
had logged near their community, he told me that the Chinese cut down trees in the 
direction of Nruwane (a neighboring community).  He proudly reported that the Chinese 
agreed to put a tin roof on the school in exchange for the logging rights.  The chief's wife 
who was listening, was not so pleased and told me that the Chinese cut down trees near 
the river that ruined their watering holes and dirtied their drinking water.   
 
There is another sort of competition at the water source between women that is not 
visible to the untrained eye.  I was surprised when women pointed out how differences in 
wealth between women are displayed at the water site.  In my eyes, the water source had 
been a place of equality where everyone basically collected water in the same way.  I 
learned to identify the wealthier women at the water site by their new plastic buckets and 
the poorest women by their locally made metal buckets or clay jars.  Women with more 
money came to the water site in new clean clothes, and used soap when they bathed.  
Relatively poorer women couldn't afford soap and had to beg for it from others at the 
water source. In the focus groups in Namanhipiri, one woman responded to my open-
ended question about how wealthier women in the community could be identified: 
 

"For example, when you see a wealthy woman at the well, she has expensive 
clothes and new buckets.  The next day she comes with different buckets, and new 
clothes, she wears sandals, and new headscarves.  When wealthy women go to the 
river to wash clothes, they have many clothes to wash and use soap."   

 
The water site is a place where women show off their wealth in the form of their water 
containers, clothing, and soap.  These signs are quickly recognized by other women and 
lead to feelings of jealousy or embarrassment.  One woman confided in me that she 
doesn't like to go to the river to wash clothes with her neighbor because her neighbor has 
so many more clothes than she does.  Her neighbor uses soap and spends a long time 
washing, while she is done much earlier and must awkwardly wait.  
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Water is indispensible for the basic needs, livelihoods, and spiritual practices of men and 
women in Nampula.  Looking at how water is collected and used is revealing of gender 
roles and the relationships between people.  Water flows between people illuminating 
economic systems, power dynamics, networks, and a person's status in society.  Sharing 
water during every day tasks, social ceremonies, and rituals is important for the 
maintenance of cultural traditions and social networks;  it helps creates bonds between 
families, communities, religious groups, and even the living and the dead.  Water is 
exchanged as part of the most intimate acts between couples and is closely tied to 
women's gender roles.   
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The customary water sources are perceived to be owned by the Gods, or the community 
in general, and remain open to everyone.  While there are cases of outsiders exercising 
some control over water sources, there is generally a strong ethos of equality, 
cooperation, and solidarity surrounding water access and collection.  Customary water 
sources are typically controlled and maintained by female water collectors.  These water 
sites are women's spaces, where they can openly bathe naked, complain about men, and 
socialize their daughters.  However, as Julieta's story demonstrates, men do not always 
respect the gender boundaries at the water sources and women are not free from violence 
at the wells.   
 
Households are generally dissatisfied with their water situation due to the distances and 
the long waits associated with water collection.  Both men and women describe the 
emotional toll and suffering of water collection and living without enough water. When 
water is scarce there may not be enough water to bathe, cook, and wash the dishes; 
marital relations are stressed, and social events and rituals may be cancelled.  Women's 
primary roles, as mother and wife, are closely related to water. During the dry season 
women spend most of the day collecting water, and they cannot live up to the 
expectations associated with these roles, causing them grief, guilt and shame.   
 
While the water situation in Nampula is quite poor, and the suffering associated with 
distant wells and water scarcity is clear, there are some redeeming qualities about the 
customary system that will become more apparent in contrast to the water situation with 
the handpump.  Women's own perceptions of the time they spend at the water site are 
often ambiguous and contradictory.  I conducted many interviews where woman mention 
collecting water as one of the activities they enjoy the most in their day and then later in 
the interview complain about the suffering of water collection.   
 
After spending time at the water sites, I was not surprised that many women identified 
water collection as an enjoyable task.  The water source is a social place where women 
can converse, gossip, and share information.   There are few other places women can 
privately share these activities. In Mutuala, when women were asked where they liked to 
meet and socialize they listed girl's initiation ceremonies, popanças (rotating savings 
groups), and water sources.  Popanças only occur once a week or month and girl's 
initiation ceremonies are special events that occur a couple times a year, so the water 
source is the only daily meeting site for women.  The water site also gives women the 
opportunity to move their domestic workload out of the private space of the family's 
kintal (courtyard) and share it with other women.  Women prefer to do their laundry and 
wash dishes in the company of others rather than by themselves.   
 
On the other hand, it is also not surprising that women feel conflicted about the time they 
spend at the water source.  Nobody wants to sit in the hot sun waiting hours for water, 
lower themselves into a dangerous well, or fight for a scoop of water.   While the water 
source is undoubtedly a social place valued by women, conflicts, discomfort, 
competition, and violence are also associated with the water source.   
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To address the water difficulties faced by households in northern Mozambique, the MCA 
plans to install and rehabilitate approximately 600 rural water supply points in Nampula 
and Cabo Delgado provinces.  This chapter describes the planning and implementation 
stages of this rural water project (RWP), concentrating on what happens in communities 
in Nampula before the water flows from the handpumps.  In this chapter, I contrast the 
plans and intentions of project implementers with my empirical observations of project 
implementation to reveal the gaps between policy and practice.   
 
In this chapter, the first three sections set up the RWP, describing who is involved and 
how the project works.  In these sections the RWP is described as it is presented in the 
planning documents.  In section four, the perspective changes, and I turn toward my 
observations from the field to show how the project is implemented in practice.  There is 
clear tension between the policy and planning documents and community experiences in 
the areas of community participation and decision making and women and gender.   
 
In the final section, I describe the different organizational cultures that the various actors 
operate within and provide a series of concrete examples to illustrate the "development 
encounter."54  I argue that the misunderstandings apparent in the development encounter 
are a result of the different systems of knowledge, values, priorities, and backgrounds of 
development planners, project implementers, and community members. 
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A wide range of actors were involved in the implementation of the RWP.  Every actor 
has a different role and brings a unique set of experiences, goals, values, and assumptions 
to the project.   This section describes the different objectives and responsibilities of the 
actors involved in the RWP according to the planning documents.  Thus, it is a 
description of what the actors are supposed to do, rather than what they actually do (the 
latter is discussed in Section 6.4).  I begin with the actors furthest removed from the 
community level, and work my way down to the various community groups, roughly 
following the progression of actors outlined in Image 6.1.0. 

                                                
54 The term "development encounter" was first made popular by Arturo Escobar in 1995, in his book, 
Encountering development:  The making and unmaking of the Third World.!
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The Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) is a development assistance institution 
created by the US Congress in 2004.  Working towards the goal of dispensing aid money 
more effectively, the MCC only works in countries that meet certain criteria for good 
governance, economic freedom, and investments in their people.  As of 2012, 25 
countries had been awarded "Compacts" worth over 7 billion dollars in total.  In 
principal, the priorities of the Compact are identified by the recipient country "in broad 
consultation with their society" to ensure country ownership (MCC, 2013).  In each 
country where the MCC works, an in-country MCA (Millennium Challenge Account) 
institution is set up to manage and implement the programs, leaving the MCC free to play 
more of an administrative role.   
 
In 2007, the Republic of Mozambique signed a five year Compact (2007-2013) with the 
MCC to promote economic growth through poverty reduction in the Northern region.  
The 506.9 million dollar compact in Mozambique has four components:  water and 
sanitation; transportation; land tenure services, and farmer income support.  The RWP is 
a relatively small part (9 million dollars) of the overall Compact.  The overall program 
objective of the Compact is to "increase the productive capacity of the population in 
selected provinces in northern Mozambique with the intended impact of reducing the 
poverty rate, increasing household income, and reducing chronic malnutrition in the 
targeted districts" (MCC, 2008b p.1). It is predicted that the program will increase Gross 
Domestic Product across the four targeted provinces by nearly US$75,000,000 in 2015 
and US$180,000,000 in 2025 (MCC, 2008b).  The Compact is estimated to benefit about 
half of the population in the four target provinces, lifting more than 270,000 people out of 
income based poverty by 2015 (MCC, 2008b).55 
  
The primary objective of the MCC is economic growth.  In order for a program to qualify 
for the MCC Compact it needs to attain a certain economic rate of return (ERR explained 
in greater detail in Chapter 8).  Each program is individually assessed, and a combined 
ERR is also calculated for the Compact as a whole.  The MCC is ultimately responsible 
to the United States Congress for funding.  At the end of the Compact, the MCC needs to 
be able to report to Congress that the RWP was carried out as planned (i.e., 600 water 
points were constructed) and all the money was spent.  Installing 600 water points, 
spending the money allocated, and meeting the economic rate of return threshold are thus 
the primary measures of success for the MCC staff members.   
 
The MCC is responsible for the high-level oversight of each of the four Compact 
components.  The in-country MCC staff consists of only two people, who reside in 
Maputo.   The director and associate director are responsible for technical oversight and 
accountability throughout the Compact.  Additional support is provided by high-level 
MCC staff members who visit Maputo and Nampula several times a year to monitor the 
Compact.  The MCC directors primarily follow the RWP progress through the reports 

                                                
55 By 2025, 440,000 persons "will no longer be poor as a result of Program implementation." !
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provided through Cowater International Inc. and their colleagues at the MCA Nampula 
office. 
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The Millennium Challenge Account (MCA) is responsible for implementing the four 
components of the Compact.  As the "accountable entity," the MCA is authorized to act 
on behalf of the Government of Mozambique to manage and oversee the implementation 
of the Compact (Cowater, 2009 p.97).  The MCA does not directly build roads or 
construct water points, but contracts with various NGOs and consulting firms to fulfill 
specific aspects of the Compact. In regards to the RWP, Cowater International Inc. and 
Solomon Lda. are the contractors who install the water points and organize the 
communities.  Thus, the primary job of the MCA is to oversee the implementation of the 
Compact, and enforce their contracts.  The MCA ensures the payment of invoices and 
must approve the work plan, annual budget, and reports related to the RWP.  The 
principle objective of the MCA staff members working on the RWP is the completion of 
600 water points in Nampula and Cabo Delgado before the end of the Compact in August 
of 2013. 
 
The main MCA office is in Maputo, and a secondary office is located in Nampula.   In 
the Nampula office, three Mozambicans, two men and one woman, are assigned to the 
RWP.  The two men fill the roles of water and sanitation project assistant and social and 
community development specialist.  The woman, who is the only RWP staff member 
from the area who speaks Makhuwa, is the assistant social and community development 
specialist.  These three staff members supervise the implementation of the RWP, and 
coordinate efforts between DNA/DAR (National Department of Water and Department of 
Rural Water) and Cowater International Inc.  All of the MCA staff members assigned to 
the RWP have experience working with large government or donor funded water projects 
in Mozambique.   
 
The MCA staff members typically work from their offices in Nampula City, but 
frequently travel to the rural districts to oversee drilling, meet with water committees, and 
attend community handover ceremonies.  Due to their mandate to supervise the 600 water 
points, the MCA staff members don't respond to the everyday issues surrounding the 
project.   
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There is a "Dedicated Project Team" from the National Department of Water (DNA) and 
Department of Rural Water (DAR) assigned to the RWP. This team works directly with 
the MCA, Cowater International Inc., and Solomon Lda to ensure coordination with 
government programs, offer technical and logistical advice, ensure compliance with 
government standards, and provide access to regional databases.  DNA/DAR staff also 
provide recommendations about community selection.  The Dedicated Team is based in 
Maputo, but their provincial counterparts in Nampula are also actively involved.  These 
staff members often deliver speeches at the community handover ceremonies about the 
importance of the community maintaining their handpump.   When the MCC leaves 
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Mozambique in 2013, the Government will be responsible for the keeping the handpumps 
functioning.  Part of the mandate of the provincial DNA/DAR office is to enhance district 
capacity to manage their water systems, and also to create an enabling environment for 
private sector participation (Cowater, 2009 p.96).  At the district level, DNA/DAR also 
works with community stakeholders to identify needs and requests for water points.  
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The MCA contracted with Solomon Lda. to supervise the borehole drilling.   Solomon 
representatives oversee the installation of the boreholes and ensure that the handpumps 
comply with the established engineering guidelines.  Contractors from Maputo, Nampula, 
and China carried out the drilling.  The drilling supervisors are engineers trained in the 
technical aspects of water point installation, and neither the drilling supervisors nor the 
drillers themselves interact with the community directly.   
 
Drilling a borehole is typically accomplished in a half day, and if the team is efficient 
they can drill two boreholes in one day.  When the community gathers to watch the 
drilling, the Cowater animators explain what is happening, leaving the drillers free to 
concentrate on their technical task.  The drillers are paid for the number of positive 
boreholes they drill and are chiefly concerned about reaching the quota of boreholes they 
agreed to in their contract.  In principle, the drilling companies are responsible for any 
major technical breakdowns of the handpumps that occur within a year after installation. 
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Cowater International Inc. is a large consultant firm involved in a wide variety of 
development projects around the world.  With headquarters in Ottawa, Canada, Cowater 
also has project offices in ten other countries.  On its website Cowater emphasis its 
strengths in capacity building, participatory approaches, and developing local solutions 
for sustainable results.  Among its strengths, the firm also lists the "identification and 
inclusion of women's needs and priorities, as well as those of vulnerable and 
disadvantaged groups, as one of their strengths" (Cowater, 2013). 
 
Cowater was hired by the MCA to oversee the community selection, mobilization, 
trainings, and disbursement of funds for the RWP in Nampula and Cabo Delgado.  
Cowater staff designed the community based approach to the RWP based on MIPAR  
(Mozambique's Rural Water Supply Implementation Manual) guidelines.  Every month 
Cowater prepares a report of the RWP progress for the MCA and the MCC. The 
handpumps are also monitored by Cowater. 
 
Cowater has a main office in Nampula city and a secondary office in Cabo Delgado.  
Except for the team leaders in Nampula and Cabo Delgado, who are Peruvian and 
American, the entire staff is Mozambican.  The Team Leader in Nampula is an engineer 
with over 20 years of experience working on rural water projects for the World Bank and 
other development organizations in Latin America.  A Mozambican woman from 
Northern Mozambique fills the position of the senior social development coordinator for 
Cowater.  Her job involves designing the community participation methodology, advising 
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the Cowater animators, filling out paperwork, and managing the data base with all the 
information for the 600 water points.  Given these tasks, she rarely is able to visit the 
communities. The Cowater staff who interact most closely with the RWP communities 
are the animators.   
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Two Cowater animators are assigned to each district receiving handpumps.  They are 
charged with mobilizing the community, conducting trainings with the water committee, 
and monitoring the handpumps.  As the animator in Morrupula explained, "communities 
participate in the project through me."  Literally, the animator is the link between the 
outside agencies implementing the RWP and the community. All animators speak fluent 
Makhuwa and are skilled at explaining difficult concepts in a way that makes sense to 
community members.     
 
The animators are expected to visit each community several times before a handpump is 
installed to "mobilize the community."  This entails meeting with the leaders and 
community groups to explain the project, conducting hygiene and sanitation trainings, 
organizing the water committee, and motivating people to participate.   The water 
committee receives additional trainings from the Cowater animators in handpump 
management, maintenance, and repair.  After the handpumps are installed, the Cowater 
animators are expected to follow-up with the water committees to see how the handpump 
is working, and address any problems.  These frequent visits allow the animators to 
develop close relationships with community leaders and water committee members.  The 
animators typically live in the district capital where they work and travel between 
communities on their motorcycles.  The majority of the Cowater animators are women.   
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The MCC awarded Stanford a contract to complete an independent impact assessment of 
the RWP.  Due to an established relationship between Stanford and Virginia Tech, 
Virginia Tech professors and students were brought in to help with the impact 
assessment.  As a doctoral candidate at Virginia Tech I was involved in the survey 
development, training, and field work conducted as part of this impact assessment. The 
primary goal was to rigorously and objectively evaluate the impacts of the RWP in 
Nampula. 
 
The research team working on the RWP consists of two faculty members from Virginia 
Tech.  One professor is employed in the Department of Statistics, the other works in the 
Urban and Regional Planning Program.  Three Ph.D students also worked on the program 
- myself, a student in Virginia Tech's statistics department, and a student in Stanford's 
environmental engineering program.  During the course of the impact evaluation our 
team had little direct contact with community members, and communicated primarily 
with the enumerators hired to conduct the household surveys. 
 
The impact assessment consists of a baseline household survey, which was conducted in 
June-July of 2011, and a follow-up survey to be carried out in June-July 2013.  In 2011, 
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1,680 household surveys were completed in 54 communities (27 treatment and 27 
control).  In each of the treatment communities an interview also took place with the 
water committee, and water quality testing was conducted in 11 treatment communities.  
The primary focus areas of the impact assessment are:  time savings, health 
improvements, income generation, and improved school attendance, especially for girls.  
These categories were dictated by the MCC and further refined by the VT-Stanford 
research team. 
 
The impact evaluation sampling approach was based on clusters, or quaterãos, of 
approximately 500 people. The rationale for this number was that the rural water points 
were intended to serve 500 people and the number is comparable with enumeration areas 
as used by INE (the National Department of Statistics).  Within each cluster 27 30 
households were interviewed.  Households were randomly selected along a radius of 500 
meters from the proposed site of the handpump.  The direction of the radius was decided 
by spinning a pencil and following the line of the pencil head.   
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WE-Consult is a consulting company specializing in water supply and mapping services.  
Virginia Tech contracted WE-Consult to help with the enumerator selection, sample 
frame development, training, logistics, and fieldwork during the duration of the MCC 
impact assessment.  Several WE-Consult staff members were present during the planning 
and training stages of the survey, and one staff member remained in the field during the 
duration of the surveying.  With almost 10 years of experience in Mozambique, the WE-
Consult staff was highly knowledgeable in survey development, and the realities of 
fieldwork.  At the time of the baseline study, the general manager was Mozambican, and 
the staff was a mix of Dutch and Mozambican.   
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Thirteen local Mozambicans were hired to conduct the household surveys for the impact 
evaluation.  All the enumerators had survey experience in a range of other development 
projects, and were considered to be professional surveyors. The enumerators also 
received two weeks of training specific to the RWP baseline survey, as well as trainings 
on the PDAs and GPS devices used for the surveys.  All of the enumerators spoke 
Makhuwa, and some also spoke other languages common in the southern and coastal 
districts of Nampula.  During the fieldwork the enumerators were divided into teams of 
four or five.  In total, there were eight men and five women, between the ages of 20 and 
50, with an average age of about 30.  Each team was led by a "team leader."     
 
During the six weeks of the RWP baseline survey, the enumerators lived in the 
communities where they were working.  The teams were assigned to different 
communities and were expected to complete 30 household surveys over a day and a half, 
with a half day set aside to drive between communities.  Their primary measure of their 
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success was thus completing the survey quota with as few errors as possible.56  Due to the 
length of time the enumerators spent in the communities, and their close interactions with 
community residents, the enumerators are perhaps the outside actors most aware of the 
realities of the water situation and the community perceptions of the RWP.   
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As a student and ethnographic researcher, my goal was to collect data about the RWP that 
would allow me to write a high quality dissertation and receive my Ph.D.  My research 
design was based on ethnographic research in five communities before and after the 
handpumps were installed.  My methodology and reflections about the role I played are 
discussed in Chapter 3. 
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Cowater animators consult with community leaders in order to legitimate the RWP 
project and gain access to the community.57   District or local government officials 
typically identify the community leaders.  Leaders are the first point of contact Cowater 
animators have in the communities; the leaders are considered the spokesmen for the 
communities, and if they are not interested in a handpump, the project will go no further. 
Community leaders are assumed to represent the views of the general population: they 
oversee all the early decisions made with regard to the RWP, such as the appointment of 
water committee members, the location of the borehole, and the collection of the 
community contributions.   As stated in the Pre-design Report (2010) "Community 
leaders have been and will continue to be involved in promotion of the Water Policy and 
DRA [demand responsive approach] in their communities as well as mobilization of 
communities to take action in all phases of Program implementation (p.26). 
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A water committee in each community is organized by the Cowater animators to manage 
the handpump.  The WC consists of 12 members, with six male and six female members, 
divided into three groups: operation and maintenance, hygiene and sanitation, and 
management (president, secretary, treasurer, and overseer).  The WC is responsible for 
operating, maintaining, and managing the water points. WC members are supposed to be 
appointed by the population and complete their work without formal compensation.  
 
According to MIPAR (2001), WCs have the following duties:   

• Organize the community; 
• Collect and manage funds to be used on operation, maintenance, repair, and 

replacement; 
• Promote the cleaning of the water source; 
• Educate the public about hygiene and sanitation; 
• Undertake routine maintenance of the water source; 

                                                
56 Every night the survey responses were checked for errors by a statistician.  Possible errors were 
addressed within two days in consultation with the enumerator who completed the survey.!
57 See Chapter 7.1 for a further discussion of the role of community leaders in the RWP. 
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• Repair the hand pump; and 
• Ensure the correct use of the water source.  
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The community is the major actor in the community-based approach of the RWP.  The 
community is expected to: 
 

• Contribute 2,500 mzn. to receive a water point; 
• Make decisions about the technology and management model; 
• Make decisions about tariff levels, and where to locate the water point; 
• Attend trainings about hygiene and sanitation; 
• Change their hygiene and sanitation behaviors (i.e., construct and use latrines); 
• Pay tariffs to use the handpumps; 
• Organize a water committee; and 
• Maintain and repair the handpump after the one year warranty period. 

 
The community is approached as a homogenous, and like-minded entity, except for the 
division emphasized between men and women.  The next section offers more detail about 
the roles and responsibilities of the community and women in the RWP.   
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The RWP, like all aspects of the Mozambique Compact, is described as a "country-led" 
solution for achieving sustainable economic growth and poverty reduction (MCC, 2013).  
According to the MCC website, countries develop their proposals "in broad consultation 
within their society," and then the programs are further refined in close partnership with 
the MCC (MCC, 2013).  The RWP developed over a period of a couple years and was 
shaped not only by the Government of Mozambique and the MCC, but also by a variety 
of international agencies and consulting companies. It is not possible to clearly delineate 
which aspects of the program originated with the Government of Mozambique, and 
which came from outside.   
 
The initial proposal for the RWP given to the MCC by the Government of Mozambique 
in 2005 was significantly modified by an institutional and financial analysis funded by 
the MCC58 (MCC, 2008a).  The World Bank was also involved in drafting the RWP, due 
to "the Bank’s institutional and policy knowledge and its resource mobilization network" 
(MCC, 2008a p.3).  As stated in a brief describing this partnership, "the World Bank 
support was crucial to enhancing the overall sustainability and potential for success of the 
MCC-supported investments [in the water sector]."  Other water donors also contributed 
knowledge that was considered "helpful to MCC and GOM in assembling the terms of 
reference for the initial project preparation work funded by the MCC" (MCC, 2008a p.7). 
 

                                                
58 The initial proposal called for 1,500 water points.!
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The design of the RWP was also guided by Mozambique's national water policies and 
planning documents (Manual for the Implementation of Rural water programs, the 2007 
National Water Policy, and the National Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Program).  
These documents call for demand responsive planning, community participation, and 
community based management.  For the MCC, the RWP had to meet a stringent 
investment criterion and adhere to their institutional guidelines including the MCC 
Environmental Guidelines and MCC Gender Integration Guidelines.  The final design of 
the RWP can thus be seen as a negotiation between the MCC and the Government of 
Mozambique that satisfies the political requirements of both sides, and also includes the 
input of other development agencies with experience in the water sector in Mozambique.  
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The RWP adheres to the "demand responsive approach" mandated by MIPAR 
(Mozambique's Rural Water Supply Implementation Manual)59 and the National Water 
Policy.  The demand responsive approach, which is now the most accepted approach to 
rural water provision worldwide, was motivated by the failures of the previous supply 
oriented model, under which communities were given water points that they did not 
necessarily have the desire or capacity to sustain.  In line with the demand responsive 
approach, communities are expected to demonstrate their demand for water projects by 
submitting an application, contributing a minimum of 2% of the capital costs, and 
participating in decision-making. For the RWP, communities must contribute 2,500 mzn 
(about $86 USD)60 towards the cost of a handpump. As stated in MIPAR (2001), these 
steps are necessary to promote community ownership, empower the community, and 
improve the sustainability of the infrastructure.    
 
Community decision-making is a key element of the rural water approach in 
Mozambique. The project design report for the RWP (2010) specifies that communities 
will make the decisions about the water supply technology, borehole siting, management 
structures, and household financial contribution levels. These policies are designed to 
promote community member's "sense of ownership" (Marks and Davis, 2012), and thus 
increase their likelihood of the handpump functioning over the long term (MIPAR, 2001). 
In line with the community participation approach, the water points are to be managed by 
a water committee.   
 
The community is responsible for sustaining the water point after the one year warranty 
period on the handpump expires.  In order to pay for the spare parts and repairs that may 
be needed, Cowater animators instruct the water committee to collect monthly tariffs 
from water users.  Communities choose the tariff amount, but Cowater recommends a 
monthly tariff between 10-40 mzn ($.34-1.28 USD), depending on the number of water 
users.  The community management model operates under the assumption that the water 
committee will have the capacity (both technically and financially) to keep the handpump 
functioning over the long term. 

                                                
59 MIPAR guidelines coordinate planning and implementation policies between the different projects and 
programs operating in the rural water sector. !
60 World Bank 2011 exchange rate:  $1USD=29.07 metical (mzn).!
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The RWP is obliged to comply with the MCC Gender Policy which requires: "a gender 
integration plan that includes approaches for meaningful and inclusive consultations with 
women and vulnerable/underrepresented groups; project activity-specific gender 
analyses, as appropriate; and strategies for incorporating findings of the gender analyses 
into final project designs" (MCC, 2008b Annex 1-7). The inception report contains clear 
guidelines for how gender should be integrated into each phase of the RWP.  The 
recommendations are made with consideration to women's existing roles in society and 
the constraints they face in participating, as well as the lessons learned from past water 
projects (Cowater, 2009). 
 
Women are expected to be the main beneficiaries of the handpumps, due to their roles as 
the water collectors.  Women are predicted to save time collecting water, and girls are 
predicted to attend school more frequently, but women's empowerment is not an explicit 
or primary goal of the RWP.  However, empowerment objectives are mentioned in 
several policy and planning documents.  For example:   
 

"Particular emphasis will be given to the training and empowerment of women and 
to mainstreaming their contributions to service delivery and management, not just 
as observers but as active participants" (Cowater, 2009 p.37). 
 
"The overall goal of the gender strategy is to promote a gender-responsive demand 
responsive program empowering both women and men to fully participate in and 
benefit from rural water and sanitation services" (Cowater, 2009 p.45). 

 
Women's participation is one of the criteria a community needs to fulfill to receive a 
handpump.   At least half of the 12 members of the water committee are required to be 
women, as well as half of the management body.  The idea is that through their 
involvement in the WC, women can make the empowering decisions related to site 
selection, contributions, and management (Cowater, 2010). 
 
At the national level the NRWSSP (National Rural Water Supply and Sanitation 
Program) stresses the need to facilitate active participation by women in decision-making 
through capacity building.  It is recommended that women receive specific training 
focused on building "self-esteem, strengthening capacity to analyze problems and make 
equitable and gender-sensitive decisions" (DNA, 2009 p.61). 
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This section describes the project cycle, as presented in official planning documents.  The  
RWP consists of the following phases, described in greater detail below: 
 

1. Community selection and mobilization; 
2. Formation of the water committee and trainings; 
3. Drilling preparation; 
4. Drilling and civil works; 
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5. Community handover; and 
6. Monitoring and evaluation. 
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The selection of RWP communities takes place at the district level with the collaboration 
of local leaders.  Cowater receives a list of priority communities from the districts, and 
then sends an animator to meet with each of the communities.  The animators explain the 
nature and approach of the project and assess the interest of the population.  If leaders are 
interested in participating they are told to submit a formal application (manifestação de 
interesse). The form includes basic information about the community and their water 
situation, as well as the names of the proposed water committee members and a list of 
households who are interested in contributing money towards the water point.   
 
The 146 communities that did not receive a handpump under the last large water project 
in Nampula,61 received first priority from the RWP (Cowater, 2010).  After providing a 
handpump to these communities, the remaining communities were selected from the 
applications submitted based on available water sources, the election of a water 
committee that includes women, the ability to raise a cash contribution, district 
government prioritization, and population size62 (Cowater, 2010). Many government 
officials emphasized the fact that the RWP targeted the most "problematic" and remote 
villages that NGOs didn't want to work in.63   
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After the community is selected and the Cowater animator has met with the leader, the 
water committee (WC) is chosen. With the help of the animators the community selects 
the water committee members and assigns them to one of the three sub-groups: 
management, operation and maintenance, or hygiene and sanitation.  When the WC is 
assembled, they receive a series of trainings, known as PEC (Participação e Educação 
Comunitária) from Cowater animators.    
 
PEC activities encompass a variety of topics, but the two main goals of the program are 
to improve the capacity of the water committee to keep the handpump functioning over 
the long term, and promote hygiene and sanitation in the community.  According to 
Cowater reports, water committees receive training in hand pump management, repair 
and maintenance, record keeping, financial management, conflict resolution, latrine 
promotion and construction, oversight of contractors, participatory monitoring and 
evaluation and health, and sanitation education. 
 
The hygiene and sanitation trainings are based on a participatory World Health 
Organization curriculum called PHAST (Participatory Hygiene And Sanitation 
                                                
61 Due to a shortage of funds, 146 community that were mobilized, as part of the ASNANI project, did not 
receive boreholes.   !
62 To receive a handpump the communities should have at least 100 families. 
63 This claim was often espoused to justify delays and difficulties related to the implementation of the 
RWP.!!
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Transformation).   Activities conducted during PHAST include card sorting of good and 
bad sanitation behaviors; mapping fecal-oral transmission routes; and ranking different 
types of latrines (Image 6.2.0). The Cowater animators can also use a different approach 
called community led total sanitation (CLTS).  This program relies on a mixture of pride 
and humiliation to induce behavior change, and is reserved for "difficult" communities 
where people don't want to change their behaviors. 
 
 

 
 
Image 6.2.0: PHAST education in a community in Mogovolas. 
 
As stated in the Predesign report (Cowater, 2010), the goals of the sanitation and hygiene 
education are to promote latrine construction, handwashing facilities, hygienic practices 
for water transportation and storage, dish racks, model homes (casa modelo), rubbish pits 
in the home, and good hygiene practices at family level, school, health centre, and 
markets.  Hygiene and sanitation behavior change requires repetition over a long time 
period of time.  This fact was recognized by the project planners, who recommended that 
PEC activities begin six months before the boreholes are installed, and continue 12 
months following the installation (Cowater, 2010).   Besides PEC activities, sanitation 
demonstration centers in district cities are intended to display latrine options, sell 
concrete latrine covers, and carry spare handpump parts.    
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To prepare for the drilling, the community works together to choose three sites where 
they would like to have the hand-pump located. As stipulated in the Cowater design 
manual "women and other vulnerable groups" should also be involved in this process.   
After the sites are marked by the first, second, and third preference of the community, a 
geophysical team is called into the community to conduct an investigation of the water 
resources in the area.  The method used to determine the potential of proposed sites for 
borehole construction is known as Geo-electric prospecting with resistivity profiling  (or 
vertical electric sounding, VES) (Cowater, 2010). Through this system the three locations 
are ranked according to their potential water yield.  If the geophysical investigations 
show promise for reaching water, the community waits for the drilling rigs to arrive, but 
if there is no potential for drilling in the area the community is replaced by another. 
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Before drilling, the community is expected to have raised their "contribution" of 2,500 
mzn. 
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In Nampula, the water points were installed in six districts over three phases (Table 
6.3.0). The handpumps were divided into multiple lots for procurement purposes.  
Drilling companies bid on individual lots, resulting in the hiring of five different drilling 
contractors from China, Maputo, and Nampula.  Drilling typically occurred in a half day, 
with hundreds of men, women, and children from the community watching carefully. 
When water began to gush from the borehole the community celebrated, and prepared a 
large meal for the drillers.  In some cases, even when the geophysical assessments 
indicated water should be accessible, the drilling rigs were not able to reach water within 
50 meters and drilling was cancelled.64   
 
Table 6.3.0:  Borehole drilling in Nampula. 
 

 
Boreholes that are dry, deliver less than the recommended yield, or do not meet the 
minimum water quality standards are referred to as negative boreholes (Cowater Jan 
2011).  During each stage of the project there are various conditions that can exclude a 
community from receiving a handpump.  At the beginning of the project, geophysical 
assessments can reveal that a community has poor groundwater availability; during 
drilling water may not be found within the range of the handpumps; and even after a 
borehole has been successfully drilled, it can be closed due to poor water quality or an 
unacceptable flow rate.  However, most negative boreholes are identified during the 
drilling process.  The number of negative boreholes in each round of drilling is illustrate 
in Table 6.3.1. 
 
When the Cowater animators meet communities they are instructed to deliver the "clear 
and transparent" message to the communities that there are a number of risks that could 
result in their exclusion from the program (Cowater, 2010).  Cowater animators face the 
difficult task of mobilizing communities and engaging their participation without unduly 
raising their expectations. 
 
 
                                                
64 In some cases, an Afridev handpump with bottom support was used to pump water from aquifers deeper 
than 50 meters. !

 Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 
Number of 
boreholes 

100 150 100 

Districts Meconta 30 
Nampula Rapale 30 
Mogovolas 40 

Morrupula 50 
Mongicual 40 
Moma 60 

Mongicual 30 
Mogovolas 30 
Monapo 40 

Drillers Jiangsu (Meconta, Nampula) 
Mozagua (Mogovolas) 

SC Nasser (Morrupula) 
Rock Driller (Mongicual) 
Mozagua (Moma) 
 

HA (Moma) 
Mozagua (Mogovolas, 
Mongicual) 
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Table 6.3.1:  Negative boreholes in Nampula. 
  

 
When boreholes are positive, they are plugged on top and held intact with a plastic casing 
until pumping and water quality tests can be completed.  Electrical Conductivity (EC) 
and pH tests are determined on site.  At a later date the flow rate and water quality tests 
are performed.  Provided that the tests show no potential problems,65 a permanent casing 
is inserted into the borehole and the pump is mounted.  Another team is responsible for 
constructing the civil works - including the aprons, drainage system, and washing basins.  
The procurement guidelines mandated that the works are completed within the 
construction period of 17 weeks regardless of the geological conditions encountered on-
site (MCA-Mozambique, 2010).  
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The water points are provisionally handed over to the communities soon after they are 
functioning.  This event features a large celebration, with dancing and a large meal 
prepared by the community.  Cowater animators, provincial and district authorities, and 
local leaders give speeches espousing the importance of the project and the need to 
sustain it. The ceremony signifies that the community has fulfilled their obligations, and 
now assumes responsibility for the water point.  The WC hands the 2,500 mzn. 
community contribution directly to the drilling team, and in return the WC is presented 
with the tools necessary to maintain the handpump.  Handshakes are exchanged and a 
contract is signed by community leaders and the WC president acknowledging their 
responsibility to maintain the handpump.   
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During the one-year warranty period, Cowater animators visit the communities every 
three months.  During these visits they complete simple monitoring exercises with the 
WCs, and have opportunities to fix any problems.  As explained by the Director of 
Cowater, monitoring is used to improve on practices and address potential issues that 
threaten the effectiveness or sustainability of the water points.  The communities that 
received the boreholes during the first round of drilling will have regular monitoring 
visits for almost two years, but the last round of boreholes will likely be completed just 
before the termination of the compact (August of 2013), leaving no time to follow-up 

                                                
65 An estimated minimum flow of 900 l/h (15 l/min) is necessary to develop the borehole and the quality of 
water measured on the basis of EC measurements cannot exceed 2000 mS/cm. 

 Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 
Number of 
boreholes 

100 150 100 

Districts Meconta 30 
Nampula Rapale 30 
Mogovolas 40 

Morrupula 50 
Mongicual 40 
Moma 60 

Mongicual 30 
Mogovolas 30 
Monapo 40 

Number of 
negative 
boreholes 

46 35 TBD 
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with these communities.  As described earlier (Section 6.1), the VT-Stanford team is 
working on an external evaluation of the RWP.  The baseline survey was completed in 
July of 2011, and the follow up survey will start in June of 2013. 
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There is considerable discrepancy between the implementation process of the RWP as 
outlined in the policy and planning documents and the way the project unfolds in 
practice.  To reveal these divergences, I draw on my community-based observations and 
interviews with community members and project implementers to show how the 
approaches to "demand responsive planning," community participation, and women and 
gender play out "on the ground." 
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In the planning reports for the RWP the "community" is frequently invoked as a key 
actor.  The "community" is expected to contribute to the handpump, select the appropriate 
technology and management model, choose the site of the handpump, elect water 
committee members, and participate in trainings.  This imagined "community"- based on 
a homogenous public living in a discretely indefinable geographic space - bears no 
relation to reality.  The geographic space of a community is highly ambiguous and 
disputed in Nampula.  In fact, the RWP artificially split communities in two and renamed 
them so that they could receive more than one handpump.  People define communities in 
various ways, according to geography, leaders, kinship networks, shared traditions, trade 
networks, government services, or development projects. These definitions of community 
vary over time and depend on context. 
 
The RWP notion of “community” presumes a harmonious decision making process.  This 
conception of community ignores the major divides within communities based on gender, 
wealth, political orientation, religion, livelihoods, life cycle, and length of residency.  
These divisions give rise to very different perceptions about the RWP and also influence 
specific decisions, such as where to locate the handpump, who should have access to the 
handpump, and how much each family should pay.66  It is naïve to believe that a 
"community" can make a consensual decision about something like where to locate the 
handpump.  As Cowater animators explained, the process of locating the handpump was 
often contentious and excluded certain groups.   
 
Typically, the general population is not involved in the planning or implementation of the 
RWP in any meaningful way.  Leaders make most of the "community" decisions: they 
initially decide whether or not the community wants to participate; they submit the 
application for the handpump; and they typically select the water committee.  The 
problem with the leader-driven approach is that some leaders are not respected or 
considered legitimate by residents.  Leaders do not always pursue the best interests of the 

                                                
66 Chapter 7 further explores the economic, geographic, and political differences within the community in 
relation to the RWP. 
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community and may only represent certain community constituencies.67  These issues are 
not taken into account by project implementers, and leaders are assumed to speak for the 
community and represent their interests. 
 
Apart from the leaders, the majority of time intensive "community" participation is 
expected from the water committee.  The WC is the target group for trainings and 
hygiene and sanitation education, and the link between the community and Cowater 
animators.  The WC members are typically influential and involved community 
members, who have participated in other development projects or community affairs.   
As I observed in one community, WC members do not volunteer for their position nor 
does the general population necessarily elect them. The members are, more likely, 
appointed by community leaders.  Leaders tend to compose WCs of their extended family 
members or kinship groups (nihimo), avoiding anyone from the oppositional political 
party.  In two of my five research communities, perhaps a quarter of the population were 
Renamo members, but none were represented on the WC.  As I will show in Chapter 7, 
this political exclusion extends past the WC to determine who can access the handpumps.  
The point is that WC members are not necessarily representative of the population. 
 
With the leaders and water committee making the decisions in relation to the RWP and 
fulfilling the participation requirements, the general community population is not 
consulted and is often uninformed.  In my interviews with community members, I found 
that many people did not understand the significance of the monetary contribution, the 
need to pay monthly tariffs, the role of the water committee, or the links between 
drinking water and health. Misunderstandings around these issues led to conflicts and low 
user satisfaction with the RWP later on.  For example, many people who initially 
contributed to the project were upset when they found that the single handpump was 
located too far from their house to be of any use to them.   
 
In contrast to the notion that participation is an empowering process that people want to 
be part of, many people perceive participation as extra work that promised them few 
benefits.  All the WCs reported some degree of frustration getting the general population 
involved. As a WC member in Mecupus explained, "it is difficult for us to do our work, 
people don't want to contribute, build latrines, or go to meetings."  Many of the Cowater 
surveyors reported that respondents frequently complained that they were tired of going 
to meetings when they got nothing in return. Participation is often equated to work, and 
people feel tricked when they do a lot of work and their situation doesn't improve. Some 
of the enumerators encountered similar problems during the baseline survey.  A couple 
people refused to participate in the survey, while others became angry with the surveyors 
for "asking so many questions and not bringing water."   
 
Given that the majority of community residents are not involved in decision-making, 
their main method of participation (according to the RWP participation approach) is to 

                                                
67 The different types of leaders are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4.  There are two main divisions 
between community leaders and the two sides are often in conflict:  traditional vs. state leaders, and 
Frelimo vs. Renamo leaders. These issues are explored in relation to the RWP in Chapter 7.!
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pay for the handpump.68  It is questionable whether paying for water leads people to feel 
like owners of the water system, or improves the sustainability of the service.  In three of 
my five research communities, residents were not able to raise the 2,500 mzn needed to 
receive a handpump.  Residents offer a variety of reasons why they don't contribute to the 
handpump:  they don't want to use the handpump, they don't trust the money will be spent 
on the handpump, they don't have cash on hand, or they are reluctant to contribute before 
they see water flowing from the handpump.  In these three communities, leaders provided 
the difference between the 2,500 mzn needed and the amount collected by individual 
households.  In this case, the expected benefits of the demand responsive approach are 
lost:  there is no signal of broad support for the project or feelings of community 
ownership.  As I describe in Chapter 7, another negative effect of this scenario is that the 
leaders who complete the community contribution often feel that they are the owners of 
the handpump and use their power to control the pump.   
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One of the most significant decisions a community should make under the demand 
responsive approach is on the technology that best suits their needs and capacity. 
Officially, the technology options offered as part of the RWP are drilled boreholes 
equipped with hand pumps, hand dug wells equipped with hand pumps, rain harvesting 
structures, or protected springs (Cowater, 2011).  In practice, however, only one option 
was presented: the handpump. As a rural water specialist in a large development 
organization put it, “In reality there is nothing to choose. This is a romantic idea of 
participation. We have one design: the AfriDev handpump and there is no alternative. … 
It is a lie to say the community is involved in these decisions - or even has a decision to 
make." Indeed, the Afridev handpump was the only technology constructed by the RWP 
in Nampula.  Small piped systems were considered in Cabo Delgado and Nampula in the 
final round of drilling, but only when engineers determined them to be appropriate. 
 
Even before the handpumps were drilled, community leaders and household survey 
respondents were aware that locating one handpump in the middle of their community 
wouldn't serve the community water needs. Handpumps offered to leaders won't be 
refused, but providing 2,500 mzn contribution does not mean that the handpumps were 
"demanded" by the community.  Development projects, like the handpump, are offered 
on "a take it or leave it" basis, and people feel that if they don't accept the handpump 
project, they will not receive any further help with their water situation.  Government 
officials reinforced this idea when they toured the RWP communities.  They told the 
groups of men and women gathered to receive them that if they did not properly maintain 
the handpump they would not receive any other water supply project in the future.   Some 
men, who had used small piped systems in larger towns, told me they preferred this type 
of technology because they thought it would be less likely to break, and more efficient for 
supplying water to a large community.  
 

                                                
68 Chapter 7 offers some ideas about how participation is locally conceived.  Community members 
"participate" (i.e., exercise agency) by how they treat the water committee members, behave at the 
handpump, and observe the rules associated with the project.    
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The choice to install handpumps, rather than another technology was determined by a 
range of political and institutional factors.  The MCC and the MCA were both motivated 
to construct as many water points as possible to meet the Millennium Development 
Goals. The value given to the quantity of water points constructed, regardless of their 
benefits or acceptance, devalues other technologies in comparison to the handpump. As a 
senior member in the rural water sector commented, "constructing 600 handpumps 
sounds better to donors than constructing 100 small piped systems." An evaluation 
commissioned by the MCC in the planning stages of the project also found that:  (1) 
handpumps result in a greater return per capita than a higher level of service (i.e., small 
piped systems) when 500 users are assumed; and (2) the capacity for the management of 
small piped systems was not perceived to exist in rural Nampula or Cabo Delgado, 
whereas the capacity for handpump management (in the form of water committees) was 
expected to be more effective.  In addition, the Government of Mozambique was 
motivated to quickly provide boreholes to the 146 communities in Nampula that did not 
receive handpumps as expected under the previous government coordinated water project 
(ASNANI).   
 
In principle, the national rural water guidelines provide the opportunity for communities 
to select the type of technology that best suits, but the National Water Department (DNA) 
is also committed to the principle of "standardization." In the Baker report (Baker, 2006) 
commissioned by the MCC, there is some reflection on the positive and negative sides of 
standardization: 
 

The concept of standardization is based on compromise. Its positive aspects are 
related to objectives such as lowering costs, facilitating quality control, improving 
implementation rates, and facilitating private sector involvement. Typical negative 
aspects include the design not always being the most appropriate for local 
conditions, not being conducive to technological development, limiting “client” 
involvement in design, among others (p.5). 

 
In this compromise the communities lose out, and do not make the critical decisions that 
are supposed to make them feel like "owners" of the system.  Technology options are also 
limited by the need to comply with national safety standards and work within geophysical 
conditions. Protected wells were not considered because the hand pump is currently the 
minimum level of service considered in Mozambique and, as one senior water sector 
member explained, "Put simply, the government doesn't want to be blamed if there is a 
cholera outbreak in a community where they constructed a water project."  
 
Therefore, the type of technology is determined by a set of political incentives, rather 
than the "demands" of community members. Handpumps may have been the most 
appropriate options in some communities, but based on the size of the average 
community (1,750 people), one handpump could not be expected to serve the needs of all 
households.  I suspect the decision to install one handpump per community (with some 
exceptions), was based on the principle of spreading out the benefits, so that no locality 
was left completely unserved.   
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Following the demand responsive approach, communities should also have some choice 
in how to manage their own handpumps.  Yet, for the RWP only one management 
structure is offered:  the water committee.  Nobody from the community has any input on 
the structure of the committee or the roles that people play within it.  The number of 
participants, and the equal division between men and women, is pre-determined by the 
RWP.  The RWP also prohibits the water committee from receiving any compensation 
for the work they do.  As this narrative progresses, I will show that the WC model is not 
an effective management model in most communities.  
 
Although the planning documents emphasize the importance of community participation 
and decision making, the critical decisions are actually made before the community is 
consulted.  Community participation is not about expressing demand, but fulfilling a set 
of externally imposed criteria to qualify for a hand-pump.  To receive a hand-pump, 
communities have to navigate the bureaucracy of submitting an application, contributing 
cash, constructing latrines, and forming a water committee. These are not the 
empowering decision making processes that leave communities feeling like the owners of 
the system and inspire sustainability. I asked one Cowater animator how people express 
their demands, and he replied:  "People show their demand by satisfying obligations." 
This response is indicative of the way the demand responsive approach was put into 
practice. 

K'@%*&"*3&:%*3%/ 
 
Although the planning documents for the RWP all mention the importance of "integrating 
gender" and including women, in practice, the gender approach is reduced to satisfying 
simple quotas.  The section of the monthly Cowater reports that monitors "gender goals" 
consists of simple percentages of the women serving on the WC, and the number of 
women in management positions.   As one animator explained, "We involve women on 
the water committees.  It is necessary to have 6 men and 6 women.  The significance of 
this is that we are addressing gender."  Here, gender becomes a simple category that can 
be easily measured and reported on, rather than a relational concept tied to power 
relations and inequality.  
 
Simply ensuring an equal number of women and men on the WC doesn't automatically 
confer authority or decision making power.  While Cowater requires that half of the WC 
members and the four person management team are women, only 9-17%69 of WC 
presidents are women (Cowater, 2012 p.5).  Women are often quiet and uninvolved in 
decision-making in mixed groups. The social director for Cowater admits that many 
times the men speak over the women in the WCs, and women don’t participate.  "While 
women are physically there,” she commented, “they are not typically involved in the 
decision making." "This is a cultural thing," the social director explained, "the men think 
they have the ability to resolve things for everyone, including women.  If you want to talk 
to women, then the men will go and speak for the women.  They have this in their head - 

                                                
69 The percentage of WC presidents that are women was calculated for each round of handpumps.  In the 
first round 13% of presidents were women, in the second round 9%, and in third round 17%.!
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a woman cannot speak.  Who decides everything - it is the man.  This is a strong part of 
our culture.  It is a thing that creates conflicts and makes our work difficult."  
  
Idealized views of community render many social and political issues invisible.   In 
general, communities are approached as fixed, apolitical objects. Consider how one 
Cowater animator describes community decision-making: 
 

"In each community we have a meeting with the community.  It is not just the men 
who make decisions.  The men must coordinate with the women to make a 
decision.  The decision is one that is satisfactory to all between the men and the 
women.  It is a decision that is open to all the community.  After we sing and clap 
our hands.  There are no decisions made by the men without the women, or by the 
women without the men.  There is one decision."  

 
Clearly the animator is aware of the need for women to participate in decision-making - 
an issue stressed by all development projects, but concerns for inclusion do not go past 
ensuring that women are present at the meetings.  Community meetings that end with 
everyone clapping their hands, offer some semblance of shared decision making, but 
entrenched power structures shape the parameters of the debate:  What possibilities were 
there for dissention? Who was (and wasn't) present at the meeting? Who had the 
opportunity to speak? Besides gender, what are the relevant divisions within the 
community?   
 
Existing gender biases in society also may make it difficult for women to participate in 
the RWP.  For example, women are generally not included in decision making related to 
development projects and they are more likely to be illiterate and have less mobility and 
free time than men.  Women were apparently invited to the critical foundational meetings 
for the RWP, but few attended.  I learned that these meetings were held at the district 
offices and given women’s lack of transportation options, time-intensive household 
chores, and lack of experience participating at this level, women did not attend. Some 
men are also resistant to their wives leaving the village to participate in these types of 
meetings.  It was, therefore, primarily male leaders and government officials who were 
represented in these initial meetings about the RWP.  More effort was made to include 
women in community level meetings where women were often more than half of the 
participants.   
 
One of the primary goals of the RWP is to free up time for women to participate in 
income generating activities, yet there was no training or support offered to women to 
develop skills they may need to initiate income generating activities, or participate more 
meaningfully in the water committee.  National level guidelines70 do recommend capacity 
building programs and specific trainings for women, but the RWP inception report 
specifically notes that "women-specific activities" will be limited to informal 
opportunities carried out by the animators (Cowater, 2009 p.46).  Women's training 
programs, such as literacy, numeracy, leadership skills, etc., were considered to be 
                                                
70 National level guidelines are expressed in the NRWSSP (National Rural Water Supply and Sanitation 
Program).!
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beyond the scope of the RWP (Cowater, 2009), despite their relevance to the record 
keeping and financial management associated with the project. 
 
Transforming gender roles or the gender division of labor is not one of the goals of the 
RWP. I only talked to one animator who did any gender awareness activities.  She 
explained that she performs these activities when she "has time and the men in the 
community are resistant to helping women."  The gender awareness activity she 
facilitates is intended to help men and women analyze their roles and responsibilities, and 
increase awareness of women's heavy workload in comparison to men.  As the animator 
commented, "the goal is to reduce women's workload and talk about ways men could 
help with tasks typically carried out by women."  In general, though, these types of 
activities were not included in PEC, and addressing gender inequalities was not a goal of 
the RWP.   
 
Many of the Cowater animators were optimistic that women will gradually become more 
involved in the water project and have more say in decision making over time.  As the 
social director said, these things take time; it is not easy to change gender norms quickly, 
and in some cases men are resistant at first. These comments by the social director raise 
the issue about whether the changes expected from project implementers are appropriate 
or desired by men and women, an issue further discussed in the conclusions. 

Y/'R%5+&%="$4"+6'*&
 
The goal of the impact evaluation was to rigorously capture the impacts of the RWP.   
One initial challenge confronted by the VT-Stanford team was how to conduct a rigorous 
impact assessment without unduly raising expectations in communities or disrupting the 
RWP.  Community residents naturally assume that a large survey about water is a sign 
that they will be receiving a handpump, especially after seeing neighboring communities 
receive a handpump in this manner.  The issue of how to manage expectations in control 
communities was discussed several times between MCA and MCC staff, Cowater 
directors, DNA officials, and VT-Stanford team members.  The MCA was 
understandably concerned with their image and didn't want to raise expectations in 
communities that would not be receiving a water point.   
 
Several strategies were discussed to eliminate the need to conduct surveys in control 
communities.  Due to the timing of the borehole installations it was not possible select 
control communities that would receive boreholes after the evaluation.  The idea of 
surveying in communities with negative boreholes was explored because boreholes had at 
least been tried in these communities, but this idea was dismissed by a senior member of 
DNA who felt that surveying in these communities would provoke anger and suspicion, 
and create more problems for the people.   
 
In the end, half of the surveys were completed in communities that will not receive hand-
pumps from the RWP.  The compromise we made with government officials was that 
each treatment community was matched with a control community in the same locality, 
so that at least every locality included in the study would have some benefit.  Based on 
this strategy the sample frame was designed with the assistance of MCA, Cowater staff 
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members, and WE-Consult.   
 
There were unexpected changes to the impact evaluation sample frame. Negative 
boreholes caused the most significant disruption.  Due to the geology and limited 
availability of groundwater in Moma, none of the six selected treatment communities in 
this district received boreholes.  In addition, several control communities received 
boreholes, and more than half of the communities had some intervention from another 
development group, most often in the areas of health and education.  From a purely 
technical point of view, these changes to the sample frame contaminate the data, but these 
challenges should be expected in an unpredictable environment with a lot of relatively 
uncoordinated NGO activity.  Of course, the surveying effort itself also "contaminated" 
the data in many known and unknown ways.  There is no such thing as a true control 
group in this context and it is more accurate to call this group "comparison" communities. 
 
Another challenge encountered by the VT/Stanford team, was deciding how to sample 
within communities.  In treatment communities we decided to randomly sample 
households around the handpump, rather than randomly sample from the entire 
community.  This decision was based on the number of expected beneficiaries (500 
people), and assumptions about the realistic range people would walk to use the 
handpump.  Thus, the impacts are representative for the households located near to the 
handpump, rather than all households in the community.71 

F7D&<%=%$'.@%*+&%*5'4*+%/,&
 
In this section, I discuss the development encounter as a complex network of alliances 
and hierarchies between actors involved in a single development project, who pursue 
different, and sometimes competing, goals in separate value-laden, social, and historical 
organizational cultures.  By "organizational culture" I mean the physical setting, systems 
of ideas, incentives, practices, and values shared by a group of actors with a similar 
background. While development agencies carefully dissect, blame, or rarify the culture of 
the target population, this section draws attention to the culture of development that is 
rarely the subject of analysis.   
 
This section describes the organizational cultures of the different actors involved in the 
RWP that set up the development encounter.  It is possible to divide the different actors 
involved in the RWP into high-, medium-, and low-level actors, based on their distance 
from the “the ground” or the community.  As Table 6.5.0 shows, these categories are 
associated with different languages, systems of ideas, education levels, priorities, and 
roles in relation to the RWP.  The high-level actors (i.e., the development planners and 
policy makers at international and national institutions) are driven to meet high-level 
targets and demonstrate the economic returns of projects to donors, while the community-

                                                
C"!This original design was complicated by the fact that the location of the borehole was unknown in most 
of the treatment communities at the time of the surveying.  In some communities the sampled population 
was further than 500 meters from the handpump after it was installed, which presents an opportunity to 
look the geographical distribution of benefits.!
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based actors try to meet their basic needs, and make decisions within a complex historical 
and socio-cultural context.   
 
The mid-level actors, (i.e., the project implementers) act as the translators trying to bridge 
these different realities, but also find themselves subject to the same bureaucratic 
processes as the development institutions.  I illustrate these tensions by describing several 
examples of interactions between different groups involved in the RWP.  Following 
Escobar (1995), my goal is not to blame or judge development workers but to "develop a 
historical, epistemological and cultural awareness of the conditions under which they 
made their choices" (p.58).  The examples I offer show that the actions of the actors can 
be explained by looking at the organizational cultures within which they operate.  
Encounters between actors coming from these different backgrounds and systems of 
ideas often result in suspicion, distrust, and misunderstanding, and also partly explain the 
gap between policy and practice.  
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Table 6.5.0:  Description of the high-, medium-, and low-level actors involved in the RWP. 
 
 High-level actors 

(International and 
national institutions) 

Mid-level actors 
(Project implementers) 

Low-level actors 
(Community based actors) 

Actors MCC Washington 
MCC Mozambique 
DNA/DAR 
 
 

Cowater directors and 
animators 
Solomon Lda. / drillers 
Impact evaluation team 
WE-Consult 
Enumerators 

Water committee 
Community leaders 
General population 

Knowledge 
basis 

Technocratic 
Bureaucratic 
Scientific 
Western 

Primarily technocratic 
Some incorporation of 
local/indigenous 
knowledge structures 

Indigenous/local knowledge 
basis, connected to social 
relations, the spiritual world, 
and the environment 
Some incorporation of 
Western ideas 

Primary role 
in the RWP 

Funding 
Oversight  
Supervision 
Accountability 
Coordination  

Implementing contracts Operating and maintaining 
the handpump 
Paying % of capital costs 
Paying O&M costs 
Participating in trainings 

Objectives in 
relation to 
RWP 

Macro-economic 
growth 
Meeting the MDGs 
Installing water points 
Spending project 
funds 

Satisfying conditions of 
contracts  
Handpump functionality 

Minimizing time and money 
spent collecting water 
without giving up social 
aspects of water collection 
Meeting basic household 
needs 

Values that 
shape 
actions and 
decision 
making 

Efficiency 
Rationality 
Technology 
Quantity 

Efficiency 
 
 

Cultural practices 
Spiritual practices 
Social networks 
Solidarity, equality 
Family, clan (nihimo) 

Constraints 
faced in role 

Beholden to donors 
Political 
considerations 
(commitments to 
different governments) 
Broad mandates 
involving many 
projects and countries   
Strict timelines 

Training gaps 
Strict timelines 
Unpredictability 
(weather, geo-physics) 
Technical reporting 
requirements 
 

Poverty 
Poor health 
Conflicts 
Social complexity 
Work burden 
Negative historical 
experiences with 
development 
Limited involvement in 
decision making 

Education, 
expertise 

Highly educated 
Typically economists 
or engineers 
Portuguese or English 
language skills 

Well educated 
Highly skilled and 
experienced at work 
Diverse backgrounds 
Portuguese language 
skills, with some 
English  

Low levels of formal 
education  
Farming expertise  
Some entrepreneurs  
Makhuwa language skills, 
with some Portuguese 
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There is a wide middle ground between the high-level actors and the community, and a 
variety of actors bridge the gaps between these two very different realties.  Here, I focus 
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primarily on the Cowater animators as the quintessential mid-level actors.  The Cowater 
animators, more than any other group, are responsible for translating between the 
technical development paradigm and the complex community realities. Given their daily 
interactions with community residents, Cowater animators are in a much better position 
to understand the social complexities in rural communities than other mid and high-level 
actors.  The Cowater animators are trained in community participation strategies, and 
have a lot of experience working with different community groups.  They are skilled at 
adapting the technical handpump trainings and health lessons to fit the community's ways 
of understanding, as well as making the literal translation from the Portuguese training 
materials to Makhuwa.    
 
While the Cowater animators are quite aware of the social complexities they are reluctant 
to address political issues or conflicts.  The avoidance of political issues can be attributed 
to the general belief that politics was outside the mandate of the rural water project, and 
the fact that the Cowater animators have no incentive to address issues outside their own 
performance evaluations.  The progress achieved by Cowater animators is evaluated 
using highly technical indicators.  For example, after facilitating a community meeting 
about where to locate the handpump or a training on sanitation and hygiene, all the 
Cowater animator records is the number and sex of the participants.  There is literally no 
space on the premade form to record conflicts, decision-making processes, or the 
attitudes and behaviors of the participants.  In this situation, the Cowater animators are 
obligated to transcend and objectify the local situation, so that it can be translated into 
categories recognized by the MCC. 
 
The role played by the Cowater animators translating in the other direction - from the 
technical development discourses to community based understandings - can be observed 
during the borehole drilling.  On this day, it is important that the Cowater animators 
clearly explain the technical drilling procedures to community members to prevent 
misunderstanding and suspicion.  I was present during the drilling in a community in 
Moma.  When the drilling rigs arrived, the supervisor decided that a large mango tree was 
too close to the proposed site of the borehole and needed to be cut.  He told the animator 
that he should communicate this to the community.  The animator spoke to two groups of 
male leaders and then led a song, with a chorus of entendamento é bom (understanding is 
good).  The men, women, and children, gathered to watch the drilling, joined in the song 
- most of them unaware that their singing was a signal of their approval to cut down the 
tree.72   
 
Later in the day, after successfully drilling the borehole, the contractors added a backfill 
of little white rocks around the top of the plastic casing.  The animator grabbed a handful 
of the rocks, and dramatically put a few on his tongue to demonstrate to the crowd of 
people gathered to watch the drilling that the rocks were not salt.  He offered the rocks to 
other people in the crowd to "taste" as well.  This skit was intended to prevent 
accusations that the drillers deliberately add salt (the little white rocks) to the water.73   

                                                
72 I did not stay to see what happened to the tree, but it was not cut down on the day of the drilling.!
73 In some communities (especially coastal communities) residents complained about the high salt content 
in the handpump water, and blamed the drillers for adding salt (the white rocks) to the borehole.!
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Although the Cowater animators are skilled at conveying the technical requirements of 
the RWP to the community, there is still a lot that is lost in translation.  The two groups 
have different objectives, and the Cowater animators are ultimately beholden to the 
developers rather than the community.  On some occasions, the competing priorities 
between the two actors result in misunderstanding and frustration, as the following 
meeting between Necelsia (the Cowater animator) and the water committee in Mecupus 
shows: 
 

The WC was supposed to be assembled to meet with Necelsia at 9 am and it is 
already 10:15.  Necelsia is irritated that people are late.  She looks disapprovingly 
at the handpump.  It is still open and two women are collecting water.  In 
Portuguese Necelsia asks the five WC members who wait with us what time they 
agreed to open and close the handpump in the morning.  One man, I think the only 
one who understood the question in Portuguese, answers, "from 5am to 9 am."  
Necelsia asks what time it is now.  Nobody has a watch and the WC members 
either look up at the sky or at Necelsia.  She tells them it is 10:15.  The WC 
members laugh sheepishly.  In Makhuwa now, Necelsia explains the importance of 
enforcing the correct pumping hours.  The WC members listen.  When she is done 
one man explains that it is difficult to close the handpump because people in the 
community will be angry and insult them.  Necelsia counters that they should then 
have a community meeting to tell everyone the rules about the handpump.   
 
Necelsia continues to look at the handpump with frustration and she asks why they 
still have not fenced off the area.  She adds that she has passed the handpump many 
times on her motorbike and seen children playing on the handpump.  Necelsia 
explains that animals and kids will ruin the pump if it is not fenced off.  The WC 
members appear confused and ask some questions about what kind of fence to 
build. “This is not your handpump yet, until you meet the conditions you agreed 
to,” Necelsia threatens.   

 
This incident shows the frustration Necelsia felt because the group was late, the 
handpump was not locked, and a fence was never built around the handpump.  Necelsia 
must report on the issues in her progress reports and her own success is based on ensuring 
that the community follows the rules associated with the RWP.74  Necelsia is also on a 
time schedule and has another meeting scheduled with a nearby community in the 
afternoon.   
 
The water committee members have a different perspective.  They were not consulted 
about the time of the meeting, and have other important farming and household tasks that 
need to be accomplished.  They fear that if they lock up the handpump at the appointed 
times they will be insulted by other members of the community, furthermore they don't 
have watches to keep with the timetable recommended by Cowater. The committee is 
reluctant to be too strict about children playing on the handpump, because they don't want 
                                                
74 Chapter 7 provides more examples about how the strict rules mandated by the RWP are in tension with 
local ways of understanding and managing natural resources.!
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to lose their children as water collectors, and they don't want to waste their time and 
resources to construct a fence that has no obvious purpose to them. However, during the 
meeting the water committee did not question the Cowater animator.  The problem is not 
that the Cowater animators do not understand these issues, but that they cannot deviate 
from the technical requirements set up for the RWP.   
 
This incident also raises issues of ownership and power.  While interactions between the 
animators and community members are generally characterized by respect, in the end the 
animator is the authority and has the power - they can threaten to withdraw the handpump 
unless the water committee satisfies the conditions of the contract.  The community 
members are well aware of this fact, and for this reason may be reluctant to talk openly 
and honestly to the animators.  In the presence of the Cowater animators, the WC 
members are typically shy and obsequious. Community leaders and other influential 
members of the community are very attuned to what the animators want to hear, and 
therefore may hide conflicts, difficulties, concerns, and insecurities from the animators 
out of fear that these issues might hurt their chances of receiving a handpump.   

S4$+6.$%&.%/,.%5+6=%,&'(&*%:"+6=%&#'/%-'$%,&
 
Another illustrative example of the development encounter that reveals the tension 
between the technical development model and local realities can be seen in the case of 
negative boreholes.  In Namanhipiri, one of my five research communities, the borehole 
was declared negative after the drilling, during the pump yield test.  On the day of the 
drilling, which I attended, everything went well.  There was a big community celebration 
and an extravagant meal of thanks was offered to the drillers.  Everyone left the site 
happy, but they would wait three more months before the public works team arrived to 
put in a permanent casing and install the handpump.  When the handpump was installed, 
the handle was not connected to the pump, much to the confusion of the community.  The 
leaders were told that they needed to wait for the contractors to construct the concrete 
slab and wash station.  The waiting continued for another month.  People become 
increasingly frustrated and uncertain about what was happening.  Then one day, as the 
President of the WC explained,  "a truck came into the community, pumped a bunch of 
water out of the borehole that they said we couldn't use and then left."   Based on the 
President's description this sounds like the pump yield and water quality tests.  The 
handpump sans handle remained for a couple more weeks until the community animator 
working in Namanhipiri arrived and told the leaders a crew would be arriving to 
dismantle their handump.   
 
I spent four days in Namanhipiri, two months after they received this bad news. Nobody 
had yet come to remove the handpump, and it stood near the market as a daily reminder 
of unfulfilled promises, like the gravestone of a child. The handpump was not supposed 
to be installed before the pump yield tests were completed, but apparently there was 
miscommunication between the construction teams, which heightened the expectations 
and frustrations of community members.  When I asked the residents what happened to 
the handpump, most just shrugged, or offered agua não é bom (the water isn't good).  
People were confused and didn't know why the water was "bad" or why the "bad" water 
caused the handpump not to function.  When I questioned residents how they felt when 
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the handpump was taken away, people most commonly replied that they were triste (sad).   
 
The fact that the borehole didn't meet the minimum yield accepted for boreholes in 
Mozambique, was not well communicated or easily understood by the community 
residents.  "We know there is a lot of water in the ground, we saw it gushing out of the 
hole when they dug the well," one community resident argued when I tried to explain the 
geophysics behind the water situation.  Other people questioned why handpumps in 
neighboring communities had no problems with water.  This position sounds similar to 
the arguments made by farmers in a nearby district who accused the State of locking up 
the rain and only giving it to better off farmers.  This belief resulted in riots and the death 
of three officials accused of diverting rain. In the newspaper article covering this story 
one farmer asked: "In the farm over there, something is growing, but on mine, nothing. 
How is it that my neighbor can eat and I can’t?" (Hanlon, 2009 p.126).  Some community 
members in Namanhipiri also expressed similar feelings of discrimination.   
 
Lacking an explanation that made sense to them, many residents provided their own 
theories about why the handpump wasn't working.  The comments of the Reinha (female 
clan leader) in Namanhpiri reveal one way local people attempted to make sense of the 
bad luck: 
 

"I was very sad because I saw other communities near us getting handpumps and 
they had water.  They dug our handpump on the same day that they dug the 
others, so I don't know why we don't have water.  We haven't received an 
explanation.  We are still waiting for an explanation. All they said is that the 
water is not good, but why did Taquine and Timpwa get water and our water was 
not good?  I think it is because of jealousy between people in this community.  
There is a lot of jealousy here.  Because we had a handpump and everything was 
fine and then suddenly they said the water was bad, I don't understand this."   

 
Several people in Namanhipiri I talked with attributed the failure of the handpumps to 
witchcraft.   Feiteizeros (witches) from within the community and from neighboring 
communities, were accused of sabotaging the handpumps.   
 
In Nruwane, a community only 7 km from Namanhipiri, corruption and bribery between 
leaders and project implementers was perceived to be the reason they didn't receive a 
handpump.  When the drilling rigs came to Namanipiri, they never arrived in Nruwane.   
Tapping into a history of conflict between the two neighboring communities, the 
president of the WC in Nruwane accused leaders in Namanhipiri of bribing the drillers to 
avoid their community. Both communities were the victims of a Cowater animator who 
stole their monetary contributions.  Apparently, this same animator returned a second 
time to Namanipiri and asked for an additional 1,000 mzn, a sum that was quickly paid 
by the chief.  The animator absconded with the money.  Nruwane leaders believe that the 
Namanhipiri chief bribed the project implementers to prevent them from receiving their 
handpump.   
 
I found myself caught in the middle of this conflict on several occasions, trying to figure 



 168 

out what happened from Cowater, and why the drilling rigs never arrived in Nruwane.   
The official story is that Nruwane was never supposed to receive a handpump, and the 
unscrupulous animator only organized the WC in Nruwane to steal their money.  When I 
arrived a year later, the president of the WC in Nruwane still had not received an 
explanation from Cowater and continued to hope that the drilling would soon arrive. 
 
The story of the negative borehole in Namanhipiri shows how seemingly technical 
processes are reinterpreted within the social, cultural, and political realities of the affected 
communities.  Rather than attribute the handpump failures to groundwater levels, the 
failures were related to a past history of exploitive development encounters, jealousy 
between people, and beliefs in witchcraft.  These different explanations speak to the 
different knowledge bases (managerial/technical vs. social/spiritual) the actors rely on for 
making sense of the world. 
 
In another similar case, a community in Meconta was not able to receive a handpump due 
to poor water quality.  The water quality testing in the community revealed that the iron 
content was above the legal limit allowed in Mozambique (1.5 mg/liter).  The Ministry of 
Health was called in to explain the situation to the community. Considering their 
desperate water situation the community wanted to keep the handpump, even though the 
iron content was considered dangerous by some distant authority.  Ironically, the nearby 
stream the community used as their primary drinking water source also had the same 
problems with iron. 
 
The example of the negative boreholes in Namanhipiri and the community in Meconta 
illustrate the different (and sometimes competing) priorities of the actors involved.  Even 
though the pump in Namanhipiri did not pass the pump yield test, and the water in 
Meconta didn't meet the water quality standard, community residents still wanted the 
handpumps, and would have benefitted from any improvement in their water situation.  
The MCA, for their part, feared that if someone got sick from the iron, they would blame 
the government.  As the Cowater Team Leader commented, "if it was an NGO they 
wouldn't care, but because it is a government project, people could say the government 
made us sick."   The MCA is thus careful to protect the government, and cannot sanction 
a handpump that does not meet health standards or minimum flow requirements.  A pump 
that doesn't meet the minimum flow requirements is likely to deliver little water and 
quickly break down - so from the point of view of the MCA this money is best spent 
elsewhere. 
 
Cowater animators and drillers are also involved with the negative boreholes, and their 
responses to the problem are shaped by their unique set of motivations, objectives, and 
skills.  The Cowater animators are responsible for trying to explain to the community 
what happened in the case of a negative borehole.  As the animator in Moma recounted, 
"If a community has a negative borehole, it hurts your heart, it is very sad.   You look at 
the faces of the people you know and they are crying…but what can we do?"  
Throughout the community mobilization process, the Cowater animators must strike the 
impossible balance of convincing people to participate, but not raising their expectations 
too high.  However, after a community contributes cash, forms a WC, participates in PEC 
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trainings, and chooses sites for the borehole, it is naïve to believe they don't expect to 
receive a handpump.   
 
The Cowater animators visit the negative borehole communities and explain the situation 
to the leaders, and may be emotionally affected, but they have little incentive to host 
additional meetings with the public or provide further support in the community. A 
negative borehole means starting over for the Cowater animator, and given their time 
constraints they need to replace the community as quickly as possible.  The number of 
negative boreholes is listed in the Cowater reports, but there is no procedure to see what  
happens in the communities.  These casualties of the RWP are not considered in the 
benefit/cost assessment.   
 
From the point of view of the drillers, negative boreholes represent wasted money and 
time.  The drilling companies have a quota of boreholes they must meet in each district 
and they are paid only for the positive boreholes they drill. If there is a risk of another 
negative borehole in the same community, they abandon the community and move to 
another where their prospects are better.  There is no incentive for the drillers to search 
for alternatives in a community with a negative borehole.  Sadly, if the prospects for 
finding water in a community are not good, the chances of the community receiving a 
handpump in the future are also slim.   
 
The perspectives of negative boreholes held by the various actors, provide a glimpse of 
the different motivations and objectives that create tension during the development 
encounter.  For the MCC/MCA staff far removed from the situation the negative 
boreholes represent an abstract number that causes them concern only if the drilling 
contractors are not able to fulfill their quota.  The Cowater animators have a more 
personal attachment to the communities and may empathize with the plight of the 
residents, but there is nothing they can do to change the situation and they have no 
professional incentive to follow up in the negative communities.  Regardless of how the 
different actors feel about the negative boreholes, it is the community who is left in the 
same situation, but perhaps a bit less trusting than before.  
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The MCC/MCA staff members typically have little contact with the RWP communities, 
and follow the progress of the project through the reports submitted by sub-contractors.  
The reports present broad summaries of the project based on formulas, matrices, codes, 
and numbers that that simplify social reality and can be used to easily compare situations. 
While this technical and bureaucratic discourse can be exchanged between developers it 
also excludes other groups, and presents a view of reality that is highly abstracted from 
the social context.  
 
The reports track the high-level variables that fit within the MCC’s economic model.  
Cowater progress reports record the number of beneficiaries, boreholes, water 
committees, women participating, latrines, etc.  There is little attempt to look at what 
these numbers mean and the simple statistics are thrown around casually and picked up 
without a list of assumptions attached.  For example, each report tracks the number of 
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latrines constructed, but nobody checks to see if the latrines are used or well constructed. 
Based on my observations, these latrines consisted of a hole in the ground enclosed by a 
grass structure.  The latrines were built to satisfy the conditions of the project, but were 
not used, and represented little, if any, improvement to the previous practice of open 
defecation.   
 
The MCC/MCA representatives are responsible for overseeing the entire Compact, and 
the rural water project is a relatively small part of this larger development effort.   
When MCC representatives from Washington visit Mozambique they come with a long 
list of tasks that must be accomplished in a short period of time.  Meetings with 
government and MCA staff members fill up their schedules.  The scale of the Compact 
and the time constraints of the project do not allow MCC representatives to explore social 
areas of the project in any depth. 
 
The MCC is ultimately accountable, not to the Government of Mozambique or the water 
users, but to the US Congress.  As a senior member of the MCC confided, "the MCC 
reports to Congress, and ultimately what Congress really cares about more than the 
results is that we have spent the money."  I asked what indicators Congress is focused on, 
and with some cynicism, he replies, "they will look at all the numbers, but what they are 
given is something they can read in one minute - something so stylized it doesn't really 
bear any relation to reality."  The MCC/MCA is primarily accountable for spending the 
money and constructing 600 water points, and they have little incentive to address other 
issues, such as the distribution of benefits within a community, that fall outside this 
mandate.  
 
The apolitical development discourse also renders social and political challenges largely 
invisible to development planners.  The categories valued in development and the 
bureaucratic reporting requirements do not provide spaces to capture social realities.  As 
James Ferguson (1994) found in Lesotho, local politics, and even cultural and social 
understandings are "of no use to a development agency unless it provides a place for the 
agency to plug itself in, unless it provides a charter for the sort of intervention that the 
agency is set up to do" (p.69).  Most development planners and policy makers are 
economists or engineers, who also do not have the training to be process and address 
social complexity. 

Y%/('/@6*:&/'$%,&
 
Encounters between the MCC/MCA and community members often take place in 
carefully orchestrated environments, with each group presenting a caricature of 
themselves to the other group.  For example, MCC staff members visiting Mozambique 
to monitor the RWP are often taken to the ceremonial handover of one of the handpumps.  
This is a sort of "reward" for the MCC staff members when they can see the project in 
action, and take a break from their series of meetings.  During this visit, the community 
residents regard MCC staff members as powerful and wealthy outsiders.  They arrive in 
clean white trucks, dress in western formal clothing, and are referred to as the patrãoes 
(bosses).  The MCC staff members are acting in a supervisory role and are treated with 
special privilege:  provided with nice chairs, served cold drinks, and formally greeted by 
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the community leaders.  In the surreal environment of the ceremonial handpump 
handover community groups perform "traditional" dances and serve their MCC guests a 
meal, while lavishing them with praise and thanks.   The children gather around and stare 
or entertain themselves by dancing in front of the windows of the MCC truck. The MCC 
representative, generally a white man, is given the scissors to cut the ribbon at the 
entrance to the handpump, and handed the first cup of water from the pump, which he 
appears to sip.  
 
The MCC representative is understandably taken to communities that are known to be 
amiable and have well-functioning water committees while the more difficult situations 
are avoided. The two groups of MCC representatives I met with both visited Mecupus, 
which was relatively easy to get to from Nampula and also known to be a well organized 
community.  There may be a few minutes when MCC representatives, through a series of 
translators, ask the water committee perfunctory questions based on their reporting 
requirements: How many women are on the water committee? How much time do you 
save collecting water now?  The answers given by the leaders are recorded in their 
notebooks.  Given the way these visits are set up, the MCC officials typically leave the 
communities with a very positive impression of the project.    
 
In the above encounter, each group is simply performing the roles expected of them, and 
both leave with good feelings, but in this performance there is no space for either group 
to learn about the other in a real way, or ask the critical questions that could improve the 
RWP design and approach.  Community members are quite aware that this environment 
is not the time to critique any aspect of the project, and they are best served by showing 
their appreciation and satisfaction.  I saw community members hide water sources (to 
make the water situation more desperate than it is), claim they use latrines, and run ahead 
to lock and clean the handpump, to present a world that matches the developers' 
expectations. The development encounter is, thus, structured by a set of expectations, 
assumptions, and bureaucratic processes which are anterior to the encounter (Escobar, 
1995). 
 
The MCC staff members, visiting from Washington DC on a multi-country tour, are 
likely to accept the performance at face value and have no other opportunities to get a 
different perspective of the RWP.  They came to Nampula to observe a problem (poor 
water access) solved by a technical solution (the handpump) and that is what they see.  
The MCC staff members are not taken to the customary water sites - where they would 
still see dozens of women using the water source like before - or given the chance to talk 
to the residents who are not at the community meeting and are likely to be less satisfied 
with the project.  The schedules of the MCC representatives give no time for these 
indulgences.  They only have time to observe the water flowing from the handpump and 
experience the community handover ceremony.  
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Community members have a variety of perceptions of "outsiders" and "development," 
which shape their interactions with development workers (see more detail in Chapter 4).  
As I explained above, community members are well aware of the power development 
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workers have, and treat them deferentially, agreeing to their plans, based on their 
perception that there are no alternatives.  This attitude is often nothing more than a 
performance that ends when the white van leaves the village.   In some communities, 
development workers are also initially perceived with distrust and suspicion.  This 
reaction can be attributed to the past history of development projects and government 
interventions in the area.  Rural residents often perceive the government and NGOs as 
distant entities that fail to keep their promises and only help a small group of elites 
(Serra, 2003).75  
 
This distrust of development projects was heightened when the ASNANI water project 
failed to deliver 146 handumps expected by communities in Nampula. These 
communities raised their contributions, formed water committees, and attended trainings, 
but did not receive a handpump because the project ran out of funds in 2008. In some 
cases the money raised for the ASNANI project disappeared with the leaders or 
treasurers.   As one community organizer explained, "the ASNANI experience, combined 
with other failed development projects, destroyed the confidence of people and made 
them suspicious of new programs." Due to this history, many community members didn't 
want to give their monetary contributions or participate in PEC until they saw water 
flowing from the handpump.  As described earlier, it was difficult for many of the 
targeted communities to raise the 2,500 mzn community contribution.   One male 
respondent explained that people don't want to contribute to the handpump because they 
"fear that their contributions will be eaten by the chiefs and they want to see the 
handpump first.  In the past we have been asked to contribute to things by the chiefs and 
received nothing."  
 
Another factor that strained relationships between Cowater animators and community 
members was the long period of time between community mobilization activities and the 
installation of the handpump (Cowater, 2011).76  As the waiting increased people started 
to have doubts about whether they would receive a handpump and lose motivation to 
participate.  When this happens the money raised for the hand-pump is often reallocated 
for other purposes.  One animator reported that community members began to question 
her and accuse her of lying to them when the handpump didn't arrive when expected.   
 
One final experience amplified the level of distrust in the Moma district.  As discussed 
earlier, in Moma, the Cowater animator stole the monetary contributions for the 
handpump from several communities.  He was quickly fired when Cowater management 
became aware of his transgressions, but the damage had already been done.  This 
experience not only created distrust with project implementers, but also ignited conflicts 
between communities, who believe that the Cowater animator was bribed to commit the 
act by leaders who did not want neighbors to benefit from the project. 
                                                
75 In coastal Nampula, these perceptions led to the popular belief that cholera was introduced by the state to 
kill people.  Over the last 15 years, this belief led to social upheaval, riots, and mob violence targeted at 
government officials, community leaders, and NGOs. See Chapter 4.3 for more detail. 
76 Procurement guidelines stipulate that the works shall be completed within the construction period of 17 
weeks regardless of the geological conditions encountered on-site as stated in the 2010 MCA Procurement 
guidelines. The prolonged waiting period was related to procurement challenges, equipment failures, and 
rainy season access issues.!
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The assumptions, values, and bureaucratic requirements of development organizations 
precondition their interactions with community-based actors.  The historical interactions 
between development agents and community members also influence how these groups 
respond to each other and explain the suspicion and distrust often evident in development 
encounters.  In this conclusion, I want to emphasize that interactions between the diverse 
players involved in the RWP cannot be simply understood using a dichotomous model of 
two sets of oppositional actors (Crewe and Harrison, 1998).  There are both overlapping 
interests and tensions between the goals of the different actors, and mid-level actors that 
bridge the divide between the community and MCC/MCA staff.  Even at the community 
level, there are hierarchies and alliances within groups, as well as between them.  For 
example, in their roles instructing the population, collecting money, and managing the 
handpump, the WC is seen as an extension of the Cowater animators, and thus as relative 
outsiders.  Similarly, community leaders may be perceived to be aligned with NGO's and 
pursing their own interests, rather than the interests of the community.  Nor is the 
development encounter a meeting between equals:  there are clear power differentials in 
the interactions of different actors and in the way the development discourse in mobilized 
for specific interests. In development, Western, scientific knowledge and practices are 
valued more highly than indigenous/community based knowledge.   
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This chapter describes how rural life is impacted by the handpumps. There are significant 
differences with regard to the material space, access rights, and governance structures 
between the handpumps and customary water sites.  These changes have implications for 
gender roles, social networks, systems of exchange, and notions of community.  One 
important fact to keep in mind throughout this chapter is that the majority of people in 
each community do not use the handpumps.  However, as I will show the impacts of the 
handpumps ripple out into the wider community and have a number of unexpected 
consequences.  
 
The Afridev handpumps, installed as part of the RWP, are physically much different than 
the customary water points.   Whereas the wells and rivers blend into the natural 
landscape, handpumps are hard to miss, shining in the sun like giant steel insects.  Unlike 
the customary wells, which are hand dug by voluntary labor, an external firm drills the 
boreholes using expensive machines.  Customary water points are constructed entirely of 
organic materials (mud, sticks, rocks) found in the local area, while the steel handpumps 
are imported from India.  A customary source is typically abandoned when it no longer 
has water and can be easily replaced, in contrast, a handpump can break down any 
number of ways and, if it cannot easily be repaired by the community it may not function 
for an extended period of time.  Customary water points tend to be located in private 
places surrounded by bush and tall grasses, whereas the handpumps are drilled in public 
places near the center of town.   
 
Following a structure similar to that of Chapter 5, I will begin by describing the 
handpump, its prescribed governance structure, and how households make decisions 
about whether or not to use the handpump. These decisions are situated in the political, 
economic and social context and tied to local perceptions of development. Second, I look 
at how gender roles are impacted by handpumps.  Third, I discuss the role of handpump 
water in social exchange and ceremonial contexts.  The final section describes social 
interactions at the handpump.  Throughout the chapter, I compare and contrast water 
practices associated with the handpumps to water practices associated with customary 
water sources. 
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The Afridev handpumps installed by the RWP are popular throughout Africa (Image 
7.1.0).   The pump can lift water from depths of 15-45 meters.  Under ideal conditions the 
Afridev can discharge 16.5 liters per minute.  The steel handpump head is mounted on a 
concrete apron and fitted with a T-grip handle for pumping.  Water gushes out of the 
front spout in short bursts when the handle is pushed down.  The water not captured by 
awaiting buckets runs down a drainage canal into a soak pit.   In most cases, communities 
have constructed stick fences around handpumps to protect them from animals and small 
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children.  When the handpump is not in use the handle is locked down to the apron with a 
chain and lock.  As mandated by Cowater, the handpump is open for a total of eight hours 
a day:  four hours in the morning and four hours in the late afternoon.  The handpump is 
locked during the middle of the day to give the water table an opportunity to recharge.   
 

 
 
Image 7.1.0:  An Afridev handpump. 
 
Table 7.1.0 overviews the handpumps constructed in my five research communities.  Due 
to the drilling schedule, the handpumps were installed at different times in the 
communities.   Mecupus was one of the first communities to received a borehole, so I 
was able to observe the impacts of the handpump for 18 months in this community.  In 
Chilipane, the last community to receive a borehole in my sample, I was only able to 
observe the impacts of the handpump over four months.  The borehole attempted in 
Namanhipri was unsuccessful (negative).77   
 
Table 7.1.0:  Overview of handpumps in each of the five research sites. 
!
Community 
name 

Date the 
handpump began 
functioning 

Borehole 
status 

Type of 
washing 
station 

Distance from 
center of town 
(minutes) 

Mecupus Jan. 2011 Positive Upright 
washing 

0 

Nahuluco Mar.2011 Positive Flat 
round 

2 

Muatuala Mar.2011 Positive Flat 
round 

0 

Namanhipiri Dec.2011 Negative None 0 
Chilipane Mar. 2012 Positive None 5 
  
A washing station accompanies each handpump.  Two designs are offered to 
communities: an upright, sloped table or a flat, round concrete apron with a drainage dish 
(Image 7.1.1 and 7.1.2). Women who use the flat concrete slab sit on the raised sides of 
the slab at the same level as their buckets.  The communities of Nahuluco and Mutuala 
selected this design.  One older woman explained that this design allows her to sit down 
and relax while washing her clothes, and a woman with a young baby told me she prefers 

                                                
77 For more detail about the negative borehole in Namanhipiri see Chapter 5.4.!
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this design because she can sit and breast feed while washing clothes.  Children also 
prefer the concrete apron because they are too short to reach the vertical table and the 
slab sets up an arena for many games. In Mecupus, the only one of my five research 
communities to select the upright washing station, women stand and slap and grind their 
clothing on the ribbed table top.  Chilipane did not receive a washing station, because 
Cowater apparently ran out of money for civil works. 
 

 
 
Image 7.1.1, 7.1.2:  The two designs offered by the RWP for washing clothes. 
 
Pumping water from the handpump is not an easy task, especially for children.  At the 
customary water sources, children are often the best water collectors because they are 
agile and small enough to climb into the wells.  Pushing and pulling the metal handle, 
however, requires considerable core and upper body strength.  Children will often jump 
on the handle with all their weight to push it down or a couple children will grab the 
handle together to pump.   The task was not easy for adults either: after filling a couple of 
buckets at the water sources, I was tired, and had to ask someone else to take over 
pumping. 
 
During the rainy season, there are typically no lines at the handpumps, because people 
have many other water options that they can use for free. The WCs, in most communities, 
also don't supervise the handpumps or lock them during the rainy season and people 
simply walk up and pump as much water as they needed. These behaviors change 
beginning in August when lines start to form at the handpump.  When water users arrive 
at this time, they place their buckets in line and wait either at the handpump or in the 
shade nearby.  When there are not many people waiting and everyone knows each other, 
there is no need for lines and the women simply remember the order in which they 
arrived, and congregate with their buckets on the handpump apron.   
 
In October and November, when wait times can be quite long, water collectors often 
arrive very early in the morning, place their buckets in line, and then go to the field or 
attend to other chores.  They return to the handpump a couple hours later when they 
anticipate their turn is approaching.  This same strategy is used in the early afternoon; 
women place their buckets in line around noon and return when the handpump is 
unlocked again (usually around 3 or 4 pm).  During the dry season, lines of buckets 
radiate out from the handpump, and some people are not able to fill their buckets during 
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the three or four hours the handpump is open twice a day during these dry months. 
 
In general, the handpump sites were chosen by the community to be accessible to the 
greatest number of water users.  This means that handpumps are typically located in the 
center of the village on main access roads, and near schools or markets.  In Mecupus, the 
handpump is located between the small market and the school, next to a crumbling, 
abandoned Portuguese church.  The washing station is 20 meters away under the shade of 
large cashew trees at the edge of the cleared land.  Following the advice of the Cowater 
animator, the community also erected a bathing structure and a thatch meeting hut near 
the handpump in Mecupus (Image 7.1.3).  
 

 
 
Image 7.1.3:  The handpump and accompanying infrastructure in Mecupus. 
 
The location and physical layout of the handpump site in Chilipane contrasts significantly 
with the site in Mecupus (Image 7.1.4).  In Chilipane, the handpump is located on an 
open escarpment, perhaps 50 meters from the main gravel road that cuts through the 
village.  The handpump is visible from the road, but is surrounded on three sides by fields 
of cassava, peanuts, and corn growing down the hill.  The handpump sits alone on the 
escarpment, unaccompanied by the other infrastructure (meeting hut, casa de banho, and 
clothes washing station) constructed in Mecupus.  Standing at the handpump, one looks 
down onto a verdant valley where the golden roofs of huts peak out through the crops.  It 
is a beautiful spot, but there is no shade, and it is possible to appreciate this scene only in 
the early morning and late afternoon when the sun is not beating directly down on you.   
 

 
 
Image 7.1.4:  Handpump in Chilipane. 
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A water committee (WC) is responsible for operating, maintaining, and managing the 
handpumps. The WC consists of six male and six female members, divided into three 
groups: operation and maintenance, hygiene and sanitation, and management (made up of 
the president, secretary, treasurer, and supervisor).  The WC has the power to open and 
close the handpump and include and exclude certain groups.  As gatekeepers, the WC 
also decides who is "vulnerable" and able use the handpumps without paying.   
 
The formal authority exercised by the WC over the handpump stands in contrast to the 
responsibilities and rights shared by water users at the customary sources.  The 
introduction of an institution with the authority to regulate water access changes the 
power dynamics among water users, and leaves some water users feeling they have few 
rights.  Without the same rights, some people feel little responsibility for cleaning and 
maintaining the handpump, as they do at the customary water sources.  At the handpump 
these tasks are seen as the responsibilities of the water committee.  In Mecupus, the WC 
explained that they often have to lock up the handpump before people will assist them in 
cleaning.   
 
The duties of WC members are far ranging and time consuming.  A well-functioning WC 
securely and transparently manages the tariffs, keeps good records of water users and 
finances, performs routine maintenance on the handpump, meets regularly by themselves 
and with the community, protects the handpump from misuse, and enforces regular 
pumping hours.  
 
Jeremy, secretary of the WC in Mecupus, describes his duties: 
  

"As the secretary I need to know how many people contributed, how much money 
is in the caixa, what meetings happened, the dates of the meetings, what was talked 
about during the meetings, and the impact of the meetings.  I have to record all of 
this. I work every day. I try to see who has done a lot of work that month so we can 
alternate the workload.  If someone has been very busy opening and closing the 
HP, we give this responsibility to someone else the next month so they can go to 
their fields.  If there is a new person collecting water, I need to explain to them 
about how much the water costs, how they can use the water, and how to clean the 
area around the HP.  Every two weeks or month the WC meets together to talk 
about how to control the water."   

 
These tasks assigned to the committee members are typically performed with enthusiasm 
during the early stages of the project.  Initially, WC members earnestly expressed their 
desire to help bring clean water to the community and end the "suffering" of water 
collection. In Mecupus, Barba explained, "My motivation to work is so that we have 
water and that is enough without a salary.   It is not because we don’t want this money, 
but in the end we don’t receive money because the water is for all of the community and 
we want to end the suffering."  This sincere motivation is challenged when the work 
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expected of the WC becomes arduous and mundane and competes with other important 
tasks such as farming, house building, and, for women, their already full load of domestic 
chores.  WC members are often influential people, who have many other demands on 
their time.  
 
Besides waning motivation and a desire for compensation for their services, death, 
conflicts, and migration can also quickly reduce the size and capacity of the water 
committee. In the early stages of water projects, members of the WC who drop out were 
often replaced, but after a year most WCs in my sample slowly diminished in size and 
included few, if any, of the original members who received trainings. In Nahuluco, eight 
months after the handpump was installed, three members of the WC no longer performed 
any of their duties.  As the president of the WC in Nahuluco explained, "There are some 
people on the WC who don't show up to the meetings and don't want to participate or do 
work.  There is a lack of understanding in the WC.  Some people don't do their work, this 
is prominent in the operation and maintenance group, now there are only two people in 
this group who do work.  Some people don't work because they don't receive a salary.  I 
am certain that if they received a salary everyone would be here."   
 
The romantic idea behind community-led management – that feelings of pride and 
ownership are enough to motivate the WC – proves to be false in the majority of cases. 
Most WC members come to think they deserve financial compensation for their efforts or 
at least "gifts," such as t-shirts, bicycles, or cell phones to facilitate their work and grant 
them recognition in the community.  People expect these types of "gifts" when they 
contribute their time and "participate" in development projects.   
 
In Mecupus, the WC prepared a list of grievances that José read to me after one of their 
regular meetings, more than a year after the handpump was constructed: 
 

"We are members of the WC in Mecupus who work on the handpump.  We work 
without receiving anything, not even any equipment.  On the day when we do 
routine maintenance we don't have gloves and we suffer.  The other thing is that we 
want to visit each house to check for latrines, casa de banhos, and dish drying 
racks, but there are some houses very far away and we can't arrive without a 
bicycle.  There are some people who don't think this work is important.  We also 
need a telephone to communicate if we have doubts or need a visit.  We don't have 
anything to show that we are members of the water committee. We don't have 
telephones or bicycles to visit the houses…for example if we want to bring hygiene 
to each person we need to arrive at their house.  We also need another handpump to 
drink from, because there are some areas where people live far from the handpump.  
We will continue to ask at the district and the province.  We also don't have a 
notebook or a pen."  

 
The WC in Mecupus was more motivated and organized than any other WCs I worked 
with, and frequently cited as an exemplary case by Cowater.  Given this context, the fact 
that the WC is dissatisfied and even a bit indignant, speaks to deeper problems with the 
voluntary community-led management model.  Surrounded by twelve very busy and well 
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intentioned people as José read from his carefully prepared paper, I couldn't help agree 
with their points.  The things they were asking for were only tools to help them do their 
jobs more effectively.  I told them very clearly that I could not bring them the things they 
needed for their jobs, but that I would bring the issue up with Cowater.78  I suspect that 
the WC brought these issues up with me rather than the Cowater animator because they 
assumed that I had more power over the situation than the animators, and perhaps, I also 
appeared more sympathetic to their plight.   
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A strict set of rules regulates access to water, and proper behavior at the handpumps.   
The rules are written by Cowater, but modified by leaders and water committees to fit 
their situation.  For example, Cowater mandates that water users pay a monthly tariff, but 
the WC sets the level of this tariff. Cowater dictates the handpump can only be open for 
eight hours a day, but the community decides which hours the handpump is open. 
   
Some WCs initiated their own rules about how the handpump water can be used. In an 
effort to conserve the handpump water, some WCs prohibited people from using the 
water for activities other than drinking and cooking.  These regulations were consistent 
with regulations associated with customary wells and based on the perception that "the 
water will run out and it must be saved."  In Nahuluco, during the first year, the leader 
declared that nobody could use the handpump water for doing laundry because he feared 
that this would deplete the water in the ground.  This rule was discarded at the end of the 
first dry season, when everyone saw that there was plenty of water. In Mecupus and 
Chilipane, handpump water can not be used for watering gardens or making mud bricks.  
Water for domestic purposes wasn't limited in any community.   
 
The WC acts as the mediating institution between Cowater and the water users, 
modifying rules imposed by Cowater that don't make sense to water users.  For example, 
in three of the four communities that received handpumps, the WC decided that nobody 
should pay for water during the rainy season.  With the abundance of water during the 
rainy season and no danger of depleting the water sources, the WC felt that water from 
the handpump was not worth paying for.  Another modification to the tariff system, 
enacted in Mecupus, excuses water users from paying tariffs during periods of the year 
(typically January thru April) when they have little disposable income.  Water users 
suggested and in some cases pressured the WCs to make these changes. These types of 
irregular tariff collecting schemes were not condoned by Cowater.  Other rules dictated 
by Cowater are simply ignored by the WC and water users because they are not perceived 
to be important to the functioning of the handpump.  For example, women crowd together 
on the slab to do their laundry, disregarding the rule prohibiting more than five people 
from doing laundry at the same time at the washing station. 
 
In contrast to the rules governing the customary water source, rules associated with the 
handpumps are not generally well understood or accepted by people.  After collecting 

                                                
78 I did bring these issues up with the Cowater director who explained that their budget did not make it 
financial feasible to providing these resources for the WCs.!
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water for free their whole lives, the tariff payments were a frequent target of the 
confusion and anger for water users.  Cowater mandates a monthly payment system, but 
significant confusion emerged in two of the four communities when water users were 
asked to pay a monthly tariff after they had already given their initial contribution.  Most 
people didn't understand the difference between these two payments and thought that 
after paying their contribution they would be able to collect as much water as they 
needed.  Water users also complained about the WC locking the handpump during the 
middle of the day, unaware of the need for the aquifer to recharge. They were 
understandably frustrated that they couldn't simply collect water from the handpump 
whenever they wanted to, as they did at the customary water sources.   
 
Disagreements with these rules led some water users to try to steal water when they 
hadn't paid for it or insult WC members at the handpump (for more discussion on this 
point see Section 7.4).  One member of the WC in Mogovolas reported that: "Some 
people say bad things, they insult us and say we eat the money and keep asking for 
more." Water users who do not understand the purpose of tariff collection, often accuse 
the WC of keeping the money for themselves. Conflicts between the water committees 
and the general population are common due to misunderstandings about the role and 
authority of the WC.  In three of the five communities where I worked, WC members 
claimed their work was not understood or appreciated by the community.  WCs are 
instructed to meet regularly with water users to explain the purpose of the tariffs, the 
correct behavior at the hand pump, and the amount of money saved for repairs.  However, 
a recent monitoring exercise completed by Cowater revealed that fewer than 10 percent 
of WCs do meet regularly with users.   
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Local leaders play important roles in the governance of the handpumps. The cases I 
observed in Nampula where WCs and handpumps still functioned well after five years, 
all featured strong partnerships between leaders and WCs.79 Leaders can support WCs by 
legitimizing their authority, managing conflicts, collecting contributions, mobilizing the 
population, and spreading information about the water project. Often, without the 
authority of community leaders, the WC is an empty form, unable to enforce regular tariff 
contributions, pumping hours, or other necessary rules. Strong community leaders are 
also able to effectively network with government officials and NGOs to represent their 
community's needs. As many of the Cowater animators pointed out, "when you come into 
a community and meet a good leader, you know your work will be easy."   
 
While working with "traditional leaders" is common policy for NGOs, it cannot be 
assumed that these leaders are seen as legitimate by the local population or represent the 
interests of all community members.  For an outsider, it is difficult to understand the 
variable and complex political structures in a community. Long kinship histories, 

                                                
79 I was briefly involved in a Water and Sanitation Program (WSP) study looking at the factors that 
contributed to the long term sustainability of handpumps.  As part of this study we visited communities 
where the handpumps were still functioning after five years. !
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personal vendettas, conflicts, and overlapping and unclear roles between leaders make 
water governance vis a vis leaders very difficult. 80     
 
Weak and self-interested leaders present significant threats to the sustainability of water 
projects. In two of my five research sites, community leaders disrupted the management 
of the WC and the regular use of the handpumps.  In one community, the secretary 
(secretario de barrio) considered himself to be the owner of the handpump: he controlled 
access to the water, managed the funds collected from tariffs, and kept the maintenance 
tools. Since he took power from the water committee, maintenance has not been 
performed, meetings with the community have stopped, records have disappeared, and 
tariffs are no longer collected.  The elected president of the WC in this community, who 
is no longer able to perform his duties, told me that he worries that if the handpump 
breaks the secretario de barrio will not know how to fix it and will not provide money to 
buy new parts. The secretario de barrio justified his actions, by saying that he needed to: 
"teach them (the water committee) a lesson … to push them, because between them they 
have no fear.  I need to put fear in them so they do their work."  
 
The above case is not isolated or unique. In other communities, leaders were reported to 
have collected the tariffs intended to be saved by the water committee for future repairs 
and used them for personal ventures or community projects. Community leaders are also 
known to replace the WC members with their own family members, and to try to locate 
the handpump near their own homes.  These actions are consistent with historical 
governance patterns, whereby leaders bring "development" to the people, and also profit 
from these interactions.   

67%'#)2(3.+4.2$%&3"*3).
 
Local ownership is encouraged as part of the MCA RWP.  The accepted wisdom in the 
water sector is that when water users feel a sense of ownership for the water project they 
are more willing to maintain it, so the water system will be more sustainable.  The 
primary mechanisms for promoting ownership in the RWP are cash contributions and 
tariffs.  When the contributions are completed there is a ceremony when the handpump is 
officially handed over to the community.  The ceremony is led by a Cowater animator 
who reinforces the message that the handpump is owned by the community and they are 
responsible for maintaining it.  During this ceremony the tools to repair the handpump are 
given to the WC in exchange for the 2,500 mzn community contribution. The ceremony 
ends with a large celebration.  Amina, the president of the WC in Mecupus, describes the 
celebration in her village:   
 

"Last month we paid off the handpump and had a big party.  Two churches and the 
mosques came.  We had two goats, we gave one to the chefe (boss) of Necelsia (the 
Cowater animator) and we gave a chicken to Necelsia.  We ate the other goat and 
danced."   
 
[Who owns the handpump now?]  She sweeps her finger in an arc around the front 

                                                
80 For more on this point, see the discussion of traditional leaders in Chapter 4.!
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of her body and replies, "everyone." 
 
While most community members initially felt the handpump was owned by "the 
community" or "everyone who contributed," these sentiments changed as different groups 
competed for control.  It is a difficult task to inspire feelings of ownership based on the 
principle of equality between users:  some groups or individuals inevitably come to see 
themselves as the more legitimate owners of the development project.   
 
In contrast to the wells and rivers, which are perceived to be naturally existing water 
sources that come from God, the handpumps, constructed by an external consulting firm, 
are considered to be part of "development."  Development has historically been 
associated with elite control and differential benefits.   The handpump follows in this 
same pattern:  a privileged "insider" group (leaders and the WC) assume control of the 
handpump and have the power to regulate access.  Leaders are accustomed to controlling 
"development", and water users expressed frustration, but little surprise when some 
leaders tried to personally benefit from the handpump project.  Community leaders were 
also active in the governance of customary water sources (regulating water use, enforcing 
rules and mobilizing the population to clean out seasonally used wells), but there was no 
sense that they owned the sources, or controlled the water to serve their own interests.   
 
One process, which occurred in many communities, added legitimacy to the leaders' 
claims to the handpump.  When communities were not able to raise the initial cash 
contribution of 2,500 mzn by appealing to individual households, a local leader often 
provided the remaining cash.  When this happened, some leaders felt that they owned the 
handpump because they "paid for it." In Nahulucu, when the chief added 800 mzn of his 
personal money to the household contributions, he felt that his family should be able to 
control water access and finances. He only opened the handpump when someone in his 
large extended family needed water and controlled the tariffs. Fortunately, this situation 
was improved with an intervention by Cowater animators.  This is the same situation that 
led to the secretario de barrio in Mutuala (described above) to control the handpump, a 
challenge that continued through my departure.   
 
I was astonished to hear that three handpumps installed as part of the RWP were robbed 
over the course of my research.  The Cowater animator who informed me of this 
speculated that either elites within the community, or "outsiders" who had observed the 
pump construction, stole the pumps.  The animator explained that the handpump head can 
be relatively easily sold on the black market for quick cash or installed in someone's 
personal courtyard.  I asked the animator if the pumps would be replaced by the RWP, 
and he just shrugged and conceded, "it depends."  In my last community visit, I heard a 
story about a botched handpump robbery:  
 

One night the elderly man who lives near the handpump heard noises, "like two 
rocks hitting each other" in the direction of the handpump.  He woke up his 
neighbor and the two of them went to investigate.  When they arrived at the 
handpump they saw the leader trying to dismantle the handpump.  The men asked 
the leader what he was doing and he claimed that he was trying to repair the 
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handpump (which wasn't broken).  Given that it was the middle of the night and the 
leader had already tried to personally profit from the handpump, the men felt 
certain that the leader was trying to take the pump apart to sell it.  The men were 
too fearful of the leader's reprisal to report the potential crime to a government 
official, but as far as I know the leader did not try a second time to dismantle and 
sell the pump.  The fact that a water source can be stolen by someone and sold for 
their personal profit vividly illustrates how different the handpump is from the 
customary sources, which are inextricably connected to the broader environment 
and seen to "belong to the Gods." 
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This section discusses how households make choices about whether or not to use 
handpumps, and the context in which these decisions are made.  Many residents in 
communities served by the RWP do not use the handpumps due to limitations in the 
project design and political and economic exclusion. The most important factor 
determining handpump use, however, is whether or not it will result in time savings: will 
collecting water from the handpump be quicker than going to the river or well?  Location 
and distribution of the pumps is thus crucial to ensuring their use.  
 
Households in rural Nampula are highly dispersed; it is common for more than one 
hundred meters to separate houses. Communities may be spread over an area as large as 
15 square kilometers. Due to these settlement patterns and the proximity most houses 
have to customary water sources, the handpumps do not result in time-savings for the 
majority of rural households in larger communities, who instead continue to use their 
customary water sources.  The multidirectional red lines on the community map from 
Mecupus (Image 7.1.5) represent the paths taken by different groups of households to 
collect water before the handpumps.  The paths look like spilled sticks and lead to the 
nearest water source (the rivers and wells are in blue).  In contrast, the brown lines 
illustrate the paths households take to reach the centrally located handpump. As the map 
shows, the groups of households distant from the center of town continue to use their 
customary sources after the handpump is installed. 
 

 
 
Image 7.1.5:  Paths taken to water sources in Mecupus.  
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Although the government policy is one handpump per 500 people (or about 100 
households),81 in reality one handpump is typically provided per community.  Nearly all 
communities in the RWP have populations over 100 households,82 but fewer than 5% 
receive more than one handpump. The distance that people must walk to reach the 
handpump is not considered when calculating water access rates.  Locating one 
handpump in the center of a large, highly dispersed community does little to ease the 
time-consuming nature of water collection. Households located far from the new source 
are marginalized and conflicts between different groups (delineated by politics, family, 
and clan) often occur based on the location of the water point and the artificially created 
community around the pump.  Everyone I interviewed was aware that those who live near 
the handpump will benefit the most.  The households close to the handpump can collect 
water several times a day, while distant households may only take one bucket every other 
day.!! 
!
Table 7.1.1:  Handpump contributors and users. 
 
Community 
name 

Population* 
(number of 
HH) 

Number of 
HH that 
initially 
contribute 

HH 
contribution 
(Mzn) 

Number 
of HHs in 
the dry 
season 

Number 
of HHs in 
the wet 
season 

Monthly 
tariff 
(Mzn) 

Mecupus 568 128  20  
 

66  
 
 

14 10 

Namanhipiri 669 Unknown 50  N/A N/A N/A 
Chilipane 179 123  25  N/A 22 10 
Nahuluco 196 82  50  

 
Unknown 18 10 

Muatuala 223 Unknown 50  
 

Unknown Unknown No 
monthly 
tariff 

* The community population was divided by 4.4 to calculate the number of households (HH).  Most of the 
data was collected from records kept by the water committee.  The cells labeled "unknown" indicate areas 
where there was no data recorded and nobody could give a reliable estimate.  Because the handpump in 
Namanhipiri never functioned there is no data about the number of users in this community.   
!
Table 7.1.1 shows that the number of people who actually use the handpump is quite 
small in comparison to the size of the communities.  For example, in Mecupus, only 128 
of the more than 500 households, contributed money towards the construction of the 
handpump.  During the first dry season, 66 households used the handpump, but this 
number fell to 14 in the rainy season.  Almost half of all households who contributed to 
the handpump did not use it during the first year.  As Helena explains, "I was excited 
about the handpump and gave money, but when I saw how far it was from my house I 
knew it wouldn't help me.  I wasted my money.  Now I watch other people benefit, while 
I continue to suffer."  Like Helena, many other people who initially contributed did not 
use the handpump because either of the distance to their house or the monthly tariffs.   
 
                                                
81 This policy is currently under revision.  An amendment to decrease the number of people served by a 
handpump to 300 will soon be presented to Parliament.!
82 The median community size is approximately 1,750 people.!
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Even women who regularly use the handpumps typically continue to use customary water 
sources for bathing, and washing clothes.  The customary water sources offer women 
more privacy and provide social spaces where women can converse outside of their house 
and away from men. The rivers and wells also allow women to bathe in the open without 
worrying about men entering.  (These points are discussed in more detail in Section 7.4). 
Thus, the handpump does not replace customary water sources even for those who use it.  
It instead complements other sources, offering good drinking water year round. 
 
The use of the handpumps is highly seasonal. During the four months of the rainy season, 
nearly all households have relatively easy access to nearby springs, shallow wells, or 
rainwater near their households. Most people do not link poor water quality to sickness, 
and thus have no motivation to walk further and pay to use the handpump when they have 
closer, free water sources available. As Table 7.1.1 shows, the number of households 
using the handpump during the rainy season did not exceed 22, in the communities where 
data was available.  During the dry season, when many nearby sources no longer have 
water and women often have to walk more than three kilometers to reach a well or river 
with water, the number of handpump users increases dramatically. In some cases, more 
than 100 households may want to use the handpump every day and the long lines at the 
handpump negate any time savings. This was the case in a community near Namahipiri 
called Piquera (Image 7.1.6).  
 

 
 
Image 7.1.6:  Long lines at the handpump in Piquera.  
 
From September to November, women may wait all morning in line and not succeed in 
filling their bucket before the handpumps close at midday. Bintu, an interview respondent 
in Mecupus, explained: "sometimes [the handpump] is very full and not everyone is able 
to fill their buckets during the short hours it is open. I spend a long time waiting for water 
at the hand pump and when I return home my children are hungry because nobody has 
cooked for them and then sometimes I still don't have water.  Sometimes it is better to go 
to the well because the waits are shorter." Many women, like Bintu revert to customary 
sources, which may be further away, but have shorter wait times during the dry season.    
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Economic factors also determine who uses the handpump. The initial contribution 
expected from households is typically between 20-50 mzn ($.69-$1.72 USD) and the 
monthly tariff is between 10-40 mzn ($.34-$1.38 USD).  Some families report that these 
costs are beyond their means.  Rural income is seasonal and earned primarily during the 
harvest months. Households typically have cash after the cashew harvest (October-
January) and the harvest of groundnuts, rice, beans, and other agricultural products in 
June and July, but there are several long stretches every year where rural households do 
not earn any income. As Jeremy explained:  "Last year the price of cashews was normal, 
33 meticais per kilo.  You could spend ten on soap, ten on water and ten on caril 
(seasonings, vegetables and fish or meat to compliment staple grains), but this harvest 
was not good and the price was lower.  Now my family cannot afford the water."   
 
For many households, the decision of whether to use the handpump or not is made month 
by month depending on the cash on hand. One widow, who says she doesn't have money 
to use the handpump, or even for cooking salt, claims that she wasn't asked to participate 
in the project.  Based on my interviews, I estimate that perhaps 20% of the households in 
each community cannot afford to use the handpump during any time of the year, while 
another 20% have difficulty coming up with the tariffs during certain months of the 
year.83  Most of the households that report that they are not able to pay also explain that 
they would like to use the handpump and hope to be able to contribute in the future.  I 
interviewed a newly married couple that said  that they pay for water by bucket only 
when they really need it because they cannot afford the monthly tariff.84 
 
Cowater tries to encourage the WCs to allow "vulnerable people" (widows, physically 
disabled,85 elderly, and sick people) to collect water for free.  While most people agree to 
this idea in principle, very few "vulnerable people" do actually collect water for free.  I 
talked to several elderly women who said they were scared to try to collect water because 
they thought they would be intimidated or shamed at the handpumps.  Cowater's 
monitoring exercises revealed that the water committees generally reported fewer than 
five people collecting water for free in their community.   
 
There are conflicting opinions about whether vulnerable people should be able to collect 
water for free.  Consider this exchange between the water committee members in 
Mecupus.  The following discussion started with my question of who could collect water 
without paying: 
 

Jeremy:  "Everyone who takes water from the handpump pays." 
 
Amina:  "So far there has only been one person who was old and asked to take 
water for free.  There are others who want to use the handpump, but they are scared 

                                                
83 I do suspect, however, that if water quality was more highly valued, a greater number of households 
would prioritize the water expenses and find a way to pay their monthly tariffs. !
84 In some communities it was possible to pay for water by the bucket.  One 20 liter bucket typically costs 
1-2 mzn.  This method was used only by the poorest groups when their water situation was desperate or by 
people from other villages who irregularly used the handpump.!
85 Physical disabilities resulting from polio, leprosy, or land mine explosions were common in many areas 
in Nampula.  !
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to ask because they think it will be prohibited or they are scared of the water 
committee." 
 
Barba:  "There are some members of the water committee who don't pay." 
(I look around surprised, because I thought the water committee always paid for 
water.) 
 
Celistina: "He is talking about me, I didn't pay because my husband can't walk.  He 
has no legs and I must do everything by myself." 
 
Luisa:  "The rest of us go to the field with our husband, but she must go alone.  She 
needs more help, so that is why we allow her to collect water for free."  The group 
looks at me expectantly to see whether I agree with this decision. 

 
Some members of the water committee supported Celistina collecting water for free 
considering her exceptional circumstances.  Luisa defends the decision, by pointing out 
that everyone else has more help in their household than Celistina, who must farm alone.  
WC members themselves were worried about giving water to someone for free because 
of how other people might react. 
 
In Mecupus, Amina explained that many people feel it is unfair for anyone to get water 
for free, when they had to pay their share.  In Nahuluco, the water committee allows 
"certain" vulnerable people to collect water for free, but only if they "had these 
conditions" (of vulnerability) before the handpump was constructed.  These mixed 
reactions to the policy of free water for vulnerable people might surprise water project 
planners who assume a strong ethic of sharing and support for "vulnerable" populations 
among rural populations.  This is not to say that this ethic does not exist, but when cash 
enters the equation, sharing and exchange systems operate by different rules (see more on 
this in Section 7.3). 
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Development workers typically considered political issues to be outside the jurisdiction 
of water projects and programs.  This could hardly be farther from the truth. In Nampula 
politics are crucial in determining who has access and control of the handpumps.  
Nampula is an area of tension between the governing Frelimo party and the main 
opposition party, Renamo.  Frelimo has a tight grip on power, and in many cases 
communities and households sympathetic to Renamo feel excluded from the benefits of 
development. The handpump is associated with the government and, and by extension, 
Frelimo. At the ceremony when the handpump is formally given to the community, 
residents sing Frelimo political songs and thank Frelimo party members for bringing the 
handpump.   
 
The issue of political exclusion is avoided by water project implementers, who hide 
behind their romantic assertion that "water is for everyone" and "not a thing of the party." 
When I asked the Cowater animator in Morrupula about whether she thinks Renamo 
members are being excluded from the project she replied:  "I haven't seen this, but it 
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could be because I don't ask.  I don't ask directly, it is not possible to ask these questions, 
they will think that we are…we are forbidden to talk about parties and water.  When we 
first come we say that this is not a thing of the party and water is for everyone."  Politics 
are avoided by development projects, and the animators are forced to ignore the politics 
of the situation right in front of them. 
 
In Mecupus and Namanhipiri, Renamo members composed approximately one quarter of 
the population (the other communities were nearly all Frelimo). In both these 
communities there were unspoken tensions between the two parties.  Renamo members 
were not included in the water project or represented on the water committee in Mecupus 
or Namanhipiri. They were also not invited to contribute to the project or attend any 
meetings related to the project and at the handpump they were denied water.86  In 
Mecupus, a WC member explained, "the chief told us that when Renamo has a meeting, 
we can't provide them with water, but if a member of a Renamo household comes by 
themselves to get water this is ok.  This doesn't happen though because those people just 
don't want to use the handpump." 
 
Some Frelimo members openly confirm that Renamo members are prohibited from 
collecting water at the handpump, while others insist that Renamo members simply don't 
want to use the handpump. The line between exclusion and choice is thin. If a Renamo 
member does not feel welcome at the handpump, he or she is likely to continue using 
alternative sources by "choice." In some cases, Renamo members live in areas distant 
from the handpump, and are excluded from using the handpump as much by their 
location in the village as by any political discrimination.  In Chilipane, the chief claimed 
that Renamo members were not asked to participate because they lived too far from the 
handpump.  
 
In Mecupus, the Renamo party secretary, Antonio, told his side of the story.  He said that 
nobody from the Renamo party was aware of the project until the machines came to dig 
and that the chief avoided all the Renamo households when he collected contributions.  
Antonio and I had a good open conversation, which revealed some of power dynamics 
associated with control and access to the handpumps:   
 

"Who owns the handpump?" I asked Antonio after he described the history of 
Renamo in the area. 
 
"The handpump is for the Frelimo party and it is owned by the chefes and 
secretarios.  Ah pa!  Agua é dos deuses (Water is from the Gods). The Gods 
brought the water and the spirits in the earth allowed it [the drilling].  If the spirits 
didn't accept the handpump they wouldn't have found water.  The leaders are 
mistaken when they think the water is theirs.  We have hospitals and schools that 
everyone can use and they have water there that is not a thing of the party, but here 
water is of the Frelimo party." 
 

                                                
86 The handpump in Namanhipiri was declared negative, thus Renamo members were only excluded from 
pre-construction participation.  !
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"Why do you say that the water is for Frelimo?" I follow up. 
 
"Because the chefe and the secretario were the ones who made the list of the WC 
members and everyone on the list who controls the HP is from the Frelimo party."   
 
"Do wells and rivers also belong to the Frelimo party?" 
 
"No, there are no conflicts or [political] parties at rivers and wells.  If Renamo and 
Frelimo both go to the river they can dig a hole and clean it and collect water 
without any problems.  Wells don't belong to anyone.  The problem with the 
handpump is related to the money.  Frelimo doesn't allow Renamo to use the 
handpump, but also people without money can't use the handpump, but it is worse 
for us, we have no choice."   

 
Antonio's comments highlight the differences between customary water sources and the 
handpumps.  At the customary water sources, there is no authority to regulate access, and 
everyone can collect water without any problems, but at the handpumps the combination 
of water payments and control by an elite group excludes and disenfranchises minority 
groups.   
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The majority of people in each community would like to use the handpumps, but they 
aren't able to due to distance, affordability, or political exclusion.  For this group their 
lives carry on as before, often with some resentment and indignation about their 
exclusion.  The handpump reinforces existing divisions in the community and has 
differential impacts.  When I asked my research subjects which groups benefited the most 
from the handpump, the two most frequent responses were "those people who live near 
the handpump" and "those who can afford to use it."  In Mecupus, when I asked Barba 
about the positive benefits of the handpump for his family he replied:  "First we were 
happy to have water, then we were a little sad because some people don't have water.  
Those distant from the handpump cry and ask for water.  They say, "you have a lot of 
money because you can capin muito (farm a lot) and we can't because we are preoccupied 
with collecting water."   
 
A couple I interviewed in Mututala who were distant from the handpump, were also 
keenly aware of the differences in their situation compared to those who used the 
handpump.  Chahid said, "The people that have money to use the handpump can have 
water whenever they want, they have the directo (right)87 and we don't.  Life for them is 
better, they don't have stomach problems and diarrhea."  His wife adds that those who 
bathe with the handpump water have healthy, clean skin, while their family has to use the 
well water that has bugs and gives them stomachaches.  Celistina, a forty year old 
divorced woman who doesn't use the handpump because she cannot afford it, comments 
that those who use the handpump "don't need to walk through capin (tall grass) to get 
there and clean the wells like we do, they just walk down the path and push to get water."  
                                                
87 I think here, Chahid is referring to the "right" to use the water, gained by the ability to pay.!
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She is scared of the snakes and dogs she sometimes encounters on the way to the well, 
but shrugs and says there is nothing she can do about this.  Like Celistina, Chahid and his 
wife, the majority of households is stuck with their difficult water situation and can only 
watch as their neighbors benefit.  
 
In contrast to those who would like to use the handpump, but are not able to, there is a 
small group of households that choose not to use the handpumps.  This decision was 
especially common among older men and women, who reject the handpump on principle 
and see no reason to change their habits. One elderly man indignantly responded to my 
question about whether he uses the handpump: "Why should I pay for water? Water is a 
thing of the Gods. I have used the wells all my life without any problems. If you want me 
to use the handpump, why don't you pay for it. The handpump doesn't concern me." The 
man saw me as someone trying to change his habits, and thought that it was ridiculous to 
ask him to pay for what he saw as an unnecessary change to his lifestyle.  Other 
households are suspicious and distrustful of government and development, and thus do 
not want to participate in the project. As discussed in Chapter 6, many rural residents did 
not trust that the handpump would be constructed after their negative experiences with 
other water supply programs.  People were also afraid to give money that might be 
wasted or "stolen" by the WC or the leader. 
 
A minority of people is satisfied with their customary water sources, and sees no need to 
use the handpump water.  These people typically have a well or river near their house.  
Some men and women also commented that they prefer the "sweet" taste of the well 
water. In Mecupus, Fatima uses the Mecupe wells rather than the handpump because she 
says that Mecupe is not as full of people as the handpump (she repeats a quick up and 
down motion followed by a quick slap to show how people are moved through the 
handpump line), perhaps indicating her distaste for the assembly line efficiency at the 
handpumps. 
 
Overall, regular handpump users are typically satisfied with their water service.  They 
report reduced time collecting water, improved health, and better tasting water (for a 
more detailed discussion on the impacts see Chapter 8).  Saquiel explained that his family 
uses the handpump because the water in the wells was very dirty and had a bad smell.  
His wife added that since they started using the handpump, they spend less time 
collecting water because there is always water available at the handpump.  The 
handpump water in three of the four communities that received handpumps was described 
as clear, clean, and not containing bugs or trash (in contrast to some of the customary 
wells).  The water was also characterized as leve (light, here meaning clean and free of 
particles) in relation to the pesada (heavy, here meaning full of particles) water in the 
wells.  As one woman reported, the well water gave her a heavy stomach, but when she 
drinks the handpump water she feels good and healthy.  The exception was Nahuluco 
where interview respondents described the handpump water as salty and some people 
didn't like to drink it.  I also found this water hard to drink and always brought my own 
water when staying in Nahuluco. 
 
As people become more comfortable with me they revealed several important critiques of 
the handpump.  In my five research sites, community leaders and household survey 
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respondents uniformly reported that one handpump did not serve their needs. When 
community leaders are asked whether they would like a hand pump, they will not turn 
down the offer, but this is not the same as choosing a technology that suits their needs. 
"We are grateful to have the hand pump," said one man on the water committee, "but 
would have preferred something better. We have no alternative." For rural residents, 
"something better," typically means a water supply technology closer to their house with 
shorter wait times. 
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For many people, the handpump is associated with "development" and "modernity."  
Development (desenvolvimento) was a word that was commonly used in Portuguese, 
even when the conversations were conducted in Makhuwa.  When I asked community 
members when development started in their community, the most common answer was 
'"when the handpump was constructed.'"  However, I suspect this response had something 
to do with my link to the project and the recent installation of the handpump. One woman 
elaborated:  "Now we can see the construction of the handpump. Before I didn't know 
what the machine looked like that constructed the handpump; I thought they would use 
enxadas (small hand hoe).  When I saw the machine it was a symbol of the growth of the 
community."  The association of the handpump with money and a world outside the 
village is reinforced during the community handover ceremony when shiny white vans 
arrive with white people from America and representatives from Mozambique 
government.  The handpump becomes a symbol of a foreign and imagined world that 
young people want to be a part of (see also Section 7.4). 
 
It is not just the handpump itself that is associated with development, but the people who 
use the handpump describe themselves as more developed/progressive (desenvolvidas).  
Even for non-handpump users, there was a perception that those who used the 
handpumps were wealthier, cleaner, and more forward thinking than the people who 
continued to use customary sources.  During focus groups in Mecupus, when we were 
discussing the characteristics of wealthy women, Amina explained that wealthy women 
use the handpump.   
 
In contrast, those people who don't use the handpump, are described by regular 
handpump users as confused, ignorant, or pessoas que não querem desenvolver (people 
that don't want to develop) or pessoas que negam devenvovimento (people who refuse 
development).  These are some of the same descriptions applied to Renamo party 
members and the two groups overlap in many cases.  Implicitly making this link Luisa 
comments, "those people who don't use the handpump são avaridos (are broken), they 
have the wrong ideas, they don't know the war is over."  Here, by referring to "people 
who don't know the war is over" Luisa is naming Renamo members, and connecting their 
"political backwardness" to their resistance to development.   
 
Women in Nampula are also motivated to use the handpump by their cultural notions of 
beauty and cleanliness.  In Nahuluco, women explained that they prefer the handpump 
because they can collect water and wash clothes without worrying about getting dirty.  
This isn’t possible at the wells where women often have to sit in the mud and lower 



 194 

themselves into the wells.  The public nature of the handpumps, where women are more 
likely to be seen, also gives women an opportunity to dress up and be seen.  Beauty, for 
Makhuwa men and women, is closely tied to cleanliness, and many respondents reported 
that the handpump water leaves their skin soft and smooth, unlike river water.  Clothing 
washed with water from the handpump is also thought to be cleaner and smell better.  
These signs are easily read by people in the community and used to determine someone's 
wealth and status. 
 
Perceptions of the handpump are an indicator of how people feel about development in 
general and connected to personal characteristics such as age, wealth, and political 
affiliation.   
It is clear that there are several competing perceptions of the handpump and the benefits 
it brings to the community. For some the handpump is a symbol of development and 
modernity, while for others it represents their exclusion from development and the 
government's neglect.   
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The handpump influences gender roles and relations in unpredictable and unexpected 
ways.  The women who live near the handpump have more free time in their days, but 
rather than striving to earn more income - as the development literature presumes - they 
are content to do a better job in their roles as mothers and wives.  In most cases, men are 
more comfortable at the handpumps:  the handpump site is a public space, and the 
technology and governance structure allows men to adopt masculine behaviors at the 
handpump.  Water collection however, is still seen as women's work and men are 
conflicted about what the handpump means for them.    
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In general, household water collectors do not change after the installation of the 
handpumps.  Women and children continue to make the vast majority of trips to the water 
sources.  Men typically only collect water from the handpumps when their wives are 
pregnant, sick, or otherwise unable to complete all their household chores.  For example, 
one woman in Mecupus explained that she does most of the water collection, except if 
she returns home from the field with her husband and the children are crying and she has 
to make lunch.  Under circumstances such as these, women can ask their husbands to 
collect water for them.  Men are more willing to help collect water if their meals are in 
jeopardy.  In families with children capable of collecting water, men rarely, if ever, 
collect water.  Men’s use of the handpump is also limited by restrictions on water use.  
Men are more likely to collect water for non-domestic activities (house building, 
gardening, livestock), but many communities prohibit the use of handpump water for 
these activities. 
 
Some men actually spend less time collecting water because their wives need less help 
with their domestic chores given the improved water situation.  "My husband collected 
water more frequently before the hand pump," explained Eugénia, “because the well was 
very far away during the dry season and he had to travel there so I could stay at home and 
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care for the house and children.  Now we don't have these problems so I can collect the 
water from the handpump."  With water more accessible, many women are able to 
procure water for their families without compromising their other activities.   
 
The public nature of the handpumps in some communities allows men to feel more 
comfortable at the handpumps than they typically do at the wells.  This is true in 
Mecupus, where there are always a few men present and the handpump is in a very public 
place, but less evident in Chilipane where the handpump is set off the road and more of a 
private space for women.  The number of teenage boys collecting water increased in 
Mecupus because water collection provided them with time to talk and flirt with the 
teenage girls who were also waiting in line at the handpump. As described earlier, 
younger men were attracted to the handpump, at least initially, based on its association 
with development, money, and the outside world that they want to belong to (this idea is 
further developed in Section 7.4).  
 
Children continue to be important water carriers, but they are typically not capable of 
using the handpump themselves.  Pushing and pulling the handpump requires significant 
upper body and core strength, that most children don't have until they are about 8-10 
years old.  Due to these difficulties, young children are typically not sent to collect water 
themselves like they were at the wells and rivers, but they still assist their mothers 
transporting water home. 
 
In sum, the household gender division of labor dictating who was responsible for 
collecting water does not fundamentally change with the handpump.  In general, men and 
teenage boys spend more time at the handpumps than they did at the customary water 
sources, but do not collect more water with the handpump.  In fact, in some cases, men 
collect less water because with the improved water access men's help is no longer 
necessary.   
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Nearly everyone who uses the handpump reports that they spend less time collecting 
water than they did at the customary wells and rivers.  This fact is not surprising since it 
is typically only the households who live near the handpump that use it.  Women 
typically make at least as many trips to collect water, but save time due to the shorter 
distances and the reduced wait times at the handpump for most of the year.  Some women 
who do not use the handpumps also report that their waits at the well are shorter because 
many people switched to the handpumps.   
 
Given this context, I was interested in how women use the time savings associated with 
the handpump.  Development agencies commonly claim that women use their free time to 
enter income-generating activities, which lead to women's empowerment. In Nampula, I 
discovered a different reality.  In general, women use the time savings to farm, complete 
domestic activities, rest, or socialize.   Often it is a combination of these activities, as 
Filomanah explains:  "Now (after the construction of the handpump) we can bathe our 
children at home, prepare good meals, go to the field, and sit with women talking and 
braiding hair." 
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For both men and women, women's increased participation in farming is seen as a 
positive improvement in their lives.  Dohora explained that once she started using the 
handpump she was able to collect water and go to the field before she was tired and the 
sun was too strong.  Before the handpump was constructed, Dohora spent all morning 
collecting water and she was too tired to go to the field when she returned.  
 
Going to the field together is an important activity for couples.  Most tasks in rural 
Nampula are divided by gender, but farming is one of the few activities that men and 
women do together.  They enjoy this time together and see the involvement of their 
spouse as a symbol of solidarity.  In Mecupus, Barba commented, "The lives of men 
changed after the handpump.  Now men can go to the field with their wife.  In the past I 
sometimes had to go alone to the field because my wife was busy collecting water.  Later 
if she came she would be tired and I would have already done a lot of the work.  Now my 
wife can put her bucket at the handpump and come with me to the field and when we are 
done she can pick up the bucket."   
 
Apart from farming, women tend to spend the time freed from water collection to 
complete domestic activities.  The most frequently reported activities that women 
perform in their free time are:  cooking, washing plates, pounding grain, bathing children, 
washing clothes, sweeping, and collecting firewood.  Women also value the free time to 
rest and visit with family and friends.  No longer forced to wake up before dark to collect 
water, women comment that they get more sleep and have more energy to passear (stroll) 
through the village and market, or attend community events.  In Nahuluco, one interview 
was cut short because the female respondent informed me she had to go to the movies 
(Image 7.2.0).  She commented that she would never have been able do this before the 
handpump came because she was too busy collecting water.  After apologizing, she 
jumped up with the energy of a young girl, bathed quickly, and ran to the "cinema" 
wearing her church clothes.   
 

 
 
Image 7.2.0:  Movie choices at the cinema.   
 
Very few women use their free time to do any type of commercial or business enterprise.  
One woman said she has more time to brew cabanga to sell at the local market and 
another woman told me that she has more time to take care of her cashew trees.  In 
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Mecupus and Mutuala there were a few women who mentioned they were able to attend 
literacy classes with the free time provided by the handpump, but in general these women 
were the exception.   
 
The small number of men who did help collect water were more likely to use their free 
time to go to markets and participate in income generating activities.  One man explained 
that after the construction of the handpump he was able to take chickens on his bike to 
sell in Nampula and another man commented that he could spend more time making and 
selling charcoal.  However, due to the small number of men who regularly collect water, 
these benefits should not be overestimated.   
 
Overall, the time savings associated with the handpump is used by women in a way that 
contradicts the dominant development discourse.  Women typically do not use the extra 
time provided by the handpump to initiate new income generating activities or take on 
new roles.  Most women simply spend more time in their existing activities, and these 
activities are primarily domestic or social.  The time savings the handpumps grant women 
also allow them to fulfill the expectations associated with their roles as wives and 
mothers. 
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In Chapter 5, I described how notions of a good wife and mother are linked to water use 
and collection, and compromised during times of water scarcity.  During the dry season, 
before the handpump was constructed, many women were unable to complete their 
domestic activities, served meals late, and had little time to care for their children.  In 
contrast, the handpump sets up propitious conditions for the women with access to be a 
good wives and mothers.    
 
Women explain that the handpump gives them more time to take care of their families 
and do domestic activities.  Filomenah enthusiastically commented: "Women's lives have 
changed because we have more time to watch our children in the house, and more time to 
spend with our husbands in the house.  We can bathe our children and bring water for our 
husbands."  Women feel relieved and proud that they can perform the activities expected 
from a Makhuwa wife.   
 
Men comment that their wives are able to prepare good meals and have the food ready 
"on time" when they use the handpump.  Nelcessia, a woman in Chilipane, explained that 
she can start her food on the fire and go collect water from the handpump without 
worrying that the food will burn before she returns, like it did when she had to go to the 
wells.  With water more accessible, women can also properly wash their family's clothes 
and do the dishes every morning.  Wearing clean clothes is a source of pride for the 
Makhuwa and the cleanliness of a man's clothes reflect the care and diligence of his wife.   
 
Women living near the handpump are also able to regularly bring their husbands bath 
water.  This point was of great importance for both men and women.  As one woman 
testifies:  "In the past there were only a couple women who were able to bring water for 
their husband to bathe at home.  There were disputes between couples, because the wife 
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told her husband to bathe at the river because she couldn't carry enough water home for 
his bath.  We would only get one bucket of water and had to tell our husbands they 
couldn't use it for their bath because we needed water for other things.  Now many 
women are able to collect water for their husband's bath." 
 
Marital conflicts associated with water scarcity dissipate for the handpump users.  Men 
report that their marital satisfaction increases because their wives are able to spend more 
time at home.  Ibrahimo, a middle aged man in Nahuluco, commented:  "Now things are 
calm and good in the house.  In the past women would be gone from the house for a long 
time to collect water.  Women would come home late and prepare food late.  Men 
wouldn't know where they were...and wouldn't trust them when they said they were just 
collecting water.  Some men thought that their wives were being unfaithful or lazy."   
 
As Ibrahimo indicates, women's absence from the home often provoked accusations of 
infidelity and led to conflicts.  Men expressed similar anxieties in all the communities. 
During the focus groups in Mecupus, men explained that when women leave in the dark 
to collect water they can easily "visit" men along the path to the well.  Fransisco adds that 
now that the handpump closes before dark and isn't "hidden," so men no longer worry 
about these things.   
 
There is no indication that women are not also satisfied with changes in marital life.  
Lizette, a focus group participant in Mecupus disclosed:  "In the past our house had many 
conflicts because I spent a long time at the wells and my husband didn't like this, he 
wasn't comfortable with this.  Now I spend less time at the wells and "fica tudo bem na 
casa" (everything is good in the house)."  Without the anxiety and burden of water 
collection, men and women reported that they are happier together in the house.  In 
Mecupus, Joana commented:  "In the past we (she and her husband) didn't have time to 
be together freely.  When we were "sleeping" together I couldn't enjoy it because I knew 
I had to wake up early to get water and go to the field.  My husband would wake me up 
very early."  Another woman sitting with Joana added with a sly grin, "Now, sometimes I 
can have sex with my husband in the morning, before we were too tired to do this." 
 
With more time in the home, women are also able to better mothers.  Children spend less 
time out of their mother's care, and are also less burdened by the chore of water 
collection.  This relieves the guilt women feel when their children have to walk long 
distances to the wells to help them collect water.  Some mothers also commented that 
their children are no longer late to school and can walk around clean because bathing 
water is available in the house. 
 
In the context of the dominant discourses surrounding women and water projects, these 
results might be surprising because they indicate women are choosing to spend more time 
in the home completing domestic chores, rather than entering new spheres that give them 
more economic or political power.  Makhuwa women find satisfaction in their roles as 
wife and mother, and are also valued by society for fulfilling the expectations associated 
with these roles.  However, these priorities are not static;  members of the younger 
generation will likely be interested in entering other activities outside of these roles. 
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Water from the handpump does not play the same role connecting people to each other 
and society as did the water from the wells and rivers. Tracing the path of water, from the 
handpump until its final use, is more likely to reveal the differences between people than 
the relationships connecting people. I found that the handpump reveals and reinforces 
existing differences between people based on politics, wealth, and geography.  While 
water from the customary sources is part of an intricate exchange network, water from 
the handpumps does not as easily change hands due to multiple access and use 
restrictions.  These restrictions, however, are relaxed for social events.  The handpump 
water is integrated into community ceremonies and household rituals without changing 
the meaning of these events. 
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The use and exchange of water from the customary sources is associated with the values 
of trust, solidarity, and reciprocity.  A very different set of characteristics is associated 
with the handpump:  distrust, exclusion, and individualism.  The handpump exacerbates 
social differences between people.  The "insiders," those households that live near the 
handpump, belong to the right political party, and can afford to use the handpumps, 
receive the benefits, while the "outsiders" lose out.   
 
Before the handpumps, everyone experienced the emotional and physical suffering of 
water scarcity. The shared suffering created a sense of community and solidarity.  The 
handpumps, however, alleviate suffering for some, but for most people, their way of life 
continues as before.  The exclusion of certain kinds of people from the handpump dilutes 
social solidarity, by creating two different water related experiences.  The use of the 
handpump as a dividing line between two groups may seem insignificant, but the benefits 
of the handpumps trickle down into other aspects of life and shape the way people see 
themselves and others.  Recall what Luisa said about those people who don't use the 
handpump.  She regards them as:  confused, ignorant and stubbornly refusing 
development.  In contrast handpump users are perceived to be cleaner, wealthier and 
more forward oriented. 
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Unlike water from the customary sources, handpump water cannot be freely given.  Rules 
dictate that the handpump water cannot be given to anyone who hasn't officially paid for 
it. Some communities even forbid adults who have paid the tariffs from bringing water to 
their elderly or sick parents who have not contributed to the handpump.  The only time 
handpump water can be freely given to others is during a funeral.  The rules prohibiting 
water gifting disrupt the complex system of exchange built around water, and aim to keep 
"outsiders" from sharing in the benefits of the handpump.   
 
These rules were suggested by the Cowater animators, but adopted by the local WCs.  
The WC carefully controls the handpump so that only people who have paid for the water 
can use it.  In Nahuluco, I talked with one woman who was too poor to pay for the 
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handpump water.  She explained that she continues to bring well water to her elderly 
neighbor, but ever since most people in her neighborhood started paying for water at the 
handpump, nobody has brought her any water.  Some women, however, defend the rules.  
During the focus group in Chilipane one woman commented:  “if everyone was allowed 
to give water to people, then nobody would pay for it, and they would just wait for other 
to bring it to them.”  Providing a contrasting opinion, another woman listening asked 
rhetorically, “is it wrong for a daughter to give water to her mother?”  Many of the other 
women present nodded their agreement with this point.  Women's social support and 
exchange networks are highly valued, and they don't see why someone should be able to 
control who they give water to.  There are ways of getting around this rule though.  One 
woman described how she first brings the water to her house and then later to her 
mother’s house.   
 
Men and women perceive water procured from the handpumps as more valuable than 
water taken from the customary sources.  Through tariff payments, water becomes a 
commodity and is attached to cash as the universal system of exchange.  While the well 
water is valued for how it can be used and the labor that went into collecting it, the 
handpump water is valued because it was paid for and is expected to have a higher water 
quality.  The terms of trade with the handpump water are no longer balanced and equal, 
and those people who have paid for the handpump water are less likely to share it.  Most 
of the handpump users feel that since that had to pay for the water, others should have to 
do the same.  Thus, the introduction of tariffs impacts social relations around water and 
exhange of handpump water centers on economics, rather than notions of solidarity, 
sharing, and providing for the "vulnerable" groups.   
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Everyone I interviewed agreed that the handpump water has the same healing, cleansing, 
and purifying properties as river or well water.   I was told that it didn't matter whether 
the water used at a ritual or ceremony was taken from the handpump or a customary 
water source.  Curandeiros take water from the water source nearest to their patient's 
house. Ceremonies, such as baptisms, initiation rituals, and healing rituals, take place at 
the wells or rivers, but there are no ceremonies performed at the handpumps.  The 
handpump space is associated with modernity and development, while local people 
perceive select customary water sources as sacred sites ideal for rituals. 
   
WC members expressed fewer uncertainties about giving water to people for social 
events than they did about giving water to households that had not paid.  At the 
handpump one day in Mecupus, I observed several people who did not contribute to the 
handpump collect water to bring to a funeral.  The handpump water is an asset for 
households hosting large ceremonies, and people are relieved that they no longer have to 
worry about water running out during an important event.  Social ceremonies are also 
likely to be better attended because of the increased free time people have to devote to 
activities besides water collection. 
 
The distinction between handpump water and well water becomes blurred in large social 
events, like the one I observed in Mecupus:    
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Walking to the handpump early afternoon in July, Hortencia and I come upon a 
gathering of about 30 people at Saquiel’s house (Image 7.3.0).  He is a member of 
the WC and knows me well.  The men, lounging on esteras in the front of the 
house, greet us. I wander behind the house, having learned that this is where 
women hang out and the action is likely taking place.  There is a fire, and two 
women stir a boiling pot of cassava flour with thick wooden spoons.  A little girl 
adds water as they stir.  Beside the fire Saquiel’s wife, Lizette is making pottery.  
She is working on a large bulbous pot, with a shape like a butternut squash.  The 
surface of the pot is as smooth as wet ice and the top rim is decorated with knife 
indentations.  With one hand she supports the inside of the pot and with the other 
pinches barra (clay) from a pile and sticks it to the thin spots of the emerging pot.  
She cleans her knife in a pot of muddy water.  A teenage boy sits nearby with two 
younger girls pounding the stiff barra on a flat rock to make it malleable.  He dips 
his hands into an open calabash gourd of dark water and sprinkles the barra.  The 
girls unwrap the banana leaves from another package of barra gathered from the 
river.  A group of teenage boys stand off to the side together keeping an eye on the 
food.  Six girls return from the handpump with five and ten liter jugs that they 
divide into hand washing bowls for lunch.   A teenage boy gives the women a break 
from stirring as the flour becomes doughy and thick.  When the food is done the 
girls divide it into a dozen small bowls.  The men squat in small circles waiting for 
bowls of food and water (Image 7.3.1).  Children are served after the men, and the 
women follow, some of them never having a chance to sit down before they bring 
the men drinking water at the end of their meal.   After all the action died down, 
Lizette explained to me that the Catholic church organized the gathering to 
construct a new ceremonial water container for the church.   

 
It is hard to capture the complexity of the scene at Saquiel's house, but water ties the 
different elements together, and reveals the networks of hierarchy, coordination, and 
exchange that flow through the group.   Everyone has contributed something:  food, 
water, clay, labor, or just company.  The container will be used for drinking at the church, 
and will also hold water for baptisms, initiation ceremonies and weddings conducted in 
the church.  At the event, water was used for cooking, hand-washing, rinsing dishes, 
drinking, and preparing the clay.  Some of the activities - washing dishes, cooking, and 
hand washing - rely on a mix of handpump and well water.  The pottery is made from 
mud dug in the river and smoothed with water from the hand-pump.  To explain her 
preference for the handpump water for the finishing touches, Celistina comments that 
water from the wells is pesada, (heavy, here meaning with dirt particles) while water 
from the handpump is levé (light, here meaning without dirt particles). Water from the 
handpump is specifically used for drinking.   
 
This scene at Mecupus made me to reconsider the sharp distinctions I had drawn between 
the uses of river/well and handpump water.  While the handpump water does change the 
relations of exchange between individuals, social events and ceremonies are untouchable; 
the handpump does not have the power to alter important cultural events.  The handpump 
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water is simply integrated in a way that does not change the meaning or significance of 
the ceremony.   
 

 
 
Image 7.3.0, 7.3.1:  Preparing food and pottery, and eating after the event. 
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Women do not have the same claims to the handpump site as they have to customary 
water sites.  This is a result of the public nature of the handpumps, the tariffs, and the 
control exercised by the water committee over the handpumps.  In contrast to customary 
wells, handpumps tend to be located in central, public places near schools, markets, and 
main roads, so they are accessible to the greatest number of users.  There is more foot and 
bicycle traffic passing the handpumps than at the customary wells and also less privacy 
for women.  In Mecupus, when school gets out the children spill out of the classroom and 
play in the sand surrounding the handpump, men wander through selling fried cakes from 
the nearby market, and motorcycles pass on their way to the chief's house.  The rules and 
normative boundaries, which regulate men's access to the wells and rivers, do not exist at 
the handpump.  Men do not have to announce their presence when they approach the 
handpump and all the activities conducted at the handpump are in the open and visible to 
anyone passing by.  
 
Gendered social interactions vary by community and depend on the location of the 
handpump in the community.  Set back from the road and surrounded by fields on three 
sides, the handpump in Chilipane offers women the most privacy.  The dirt path to the 
handpump continues down into the valley, but farmers in the area are the only ones who 
use it. The space is private and secluded enough that men can't justify spending time at 
the handpump and their presence is not warmly accepted.  The one man I saw using the 
handpump in Chilipane collected water in the dark, after all the women had gone home.  
Typically only boys younger than age 16 (marital age) collect water at the Chilipane 
handpump and the older teenagers stay away from the site.  When boys are enlisted to 
help collect water they do their best to remain separate from the women, waiting at the 
fence, rather than sitting on the apron rim with the women and girls (Image 7.4.0). 
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Image 7.4.0:  Teenage boy at the Chilipane handpump.  
 
The situation is much different in Mecupus, where the handpump is between the school 
and the market, along a heavily used dirt road.  Here men can be in the public space of 
the handpump without breaking any social norms.  Men walking to the road or the market 
commonly stop to converse with women collecting water.  For example, one afternoon in 
Mecupus, Nelcelsia's male cousin passed the handpump walking home from the market.  
Nelcelsia was standing near the handpump waiting for her turn when her cousin stopped 
to talk with her.  They started joking and slapped hands in high spirits.  Nelcelsia passed 
him her baby girl, who he held tenderly while she washed out her buckets.  These types 
of easygoing exchanges between men and women are common at the Mecupus 
handpump. 
 
However, men rarely spend extended periods of time at the handpump and if they have to 
wait to collect water they usually do so separately from women.  Image 7.4.1, features 
water collectors waiting for the handpump to open in Mecupus. As the photo shows, 
water collectors sit and wait in groups structured by age and gender.  If there are any men 
they will normally wait together and remain separate from the women. Girls and boys 
will also form different groups.  The youngest children follow their mothers.   
 

 
 
Image 7.4.1:  Waiting for the handpump to open in Mecupus. 
 
Men's willingness to spend time at the handpumps is also influenced by the association of 
the handpump with development and progress.  It is typically younger people, keen to 
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appropriate these values, who find some attraction in being at the handpump.  In 
Mecupus, it was common to see older teenage boys, who wouldn't have spent any time at 
the wells, hanging out around the handpump.  Teenage boys and young men often arrive 
at the handpump with other symbols of development that they proudly display.   For 
example, teenage boys often arrive with radios or spend time tinkering with their bikes at 
the handpump.  The handpump is a public place to be seen. 
 
One afternoon in Mecupus a boy, about 15 years old, was strutting around the handpump 
with a radio on his shoulder.   
 

The boy wears a tattered shirt with the word Chicago printed across the front.  
Despite his ingenuity piecing together an antenna that waves from stick six feet 
above him, the radio produces mostly static.  He circles around the handpump and 
then sits with two boys his age under a tree near the handpump.  His friends already 
put their buckets in line, and now are waiting their turns.  When his friends leave 
on bikes with their full buckets, the boy with the radio approaches the handpump 
and starts teasing and provoking the girls waiting for water.  One of them chases 
after him (Image 7.4.2). A middle-aged woman returns to the handpump from the 
casa de banho to collect more water, and smacks the boy on the back.  The girls all 
giggle and the boy grins sheepishly, but does not leave.  
 

 
 
Image 7.4.2:  Girl chasing teenage boy at the handpump. 
 
The girls at the handpump are, of course, another attraction for the young men.  While the 
handpump doesn't offer young people a private place to meet, it does offer them a 
socially acceptable place to flirt and socialize.  One afternoon a teenage boy came to 
collect water on his bike.  He asked a girl about his age to hold his bike while he loaded 
up three buckets.  He returned on his bike later and headed toward the girl.  She was 
sitting with her friends waiting for water.  He walked confidently up to the trio, touched 
each them each on their heads and sat between them, drawing his legs up to his chest.  
They leaned their heads together and began to talk, creating an intimate space for 
themselves within the public space of the handpump.   
 
While teenage boys were comfortable collecting water in Mecupus, they didn't feel that 
they needed to help maintain or clean the handpump, as this encounter shows:  
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It is about 9 am and there is a line of about a dozen buckets at the handpump, which 
still hasn't been opened.  Amina's daughter finally comes with the keys and unlocks 
the handpump.  A few women fill buckets.  Barba, a male member of the water 
committee, strides up and looks around angrily.  He yells at everyone for not 
cleaning the area; the drainage canal and surrounding area are coversed with leaves 
loose dirt.  Nobody responds.  He locks the handpump and hands short brooms to a 
teenage boy and a girl.  The girl starts sweeping and the boy stares at the broom in 
disbelief.  Barba tells him that if he doesn't sweep, he will not open the handpump.  
The boy examines the wet leaves gathered in the drainage canal with disgust, and 
replies that this work will give him cholera.  Barba retorts, "If you don't do this 
work than everyone will get cholera."  The girl makes fun of the boy and he pushes 
her and then slowly cleans the drainage canal.  In a few minutes the two brooms are 
passed on to another man and woman. 

 
Apparently, for this teenage boy collecting water is more acceptable and "manly" than 
cleaning. He is insulted that he is handed a broom along with the teenage girl.   
 
In an interesting article on the relationship of technology to gender, Wajcam (2010), 
states, “the materiality of technology affords or inhibits the doing of particular gender 
power relations” (p.150).  As compared to the customary water sources, the handpumps 
are a more masculine technology.  Men are more comfortable standing and pumping 
using a steel handle than sitting on the ground leaning into a well with a calabash.  I also 
found that men who owned bicycles are also more likely to collect water than men who 
have to walk with a bucket on their head.  It seems that tying three bidons to a bicycle is 
more manly (and certainly more efficient) than carrying a single bucket on one’s head. 
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The handpumps are often like playgrounds for children.  Even children not helping to 
collect water use the handpump as a place to meet and play with their friends.   The sandy 
area between the handpump and the old church in Mecupus is a space where children 
chase each other and dramatically fall to the soft ground.  Boys wrestle and girls play a 
game similar to jacks where they toss up a rock and try to move small unripened mangos 
into a circle drawn into the sand before the rock hits the sand again.  
 
In Mutuala, the round washing slab near the handpump is often used as an arena for 
children's games.  Children run around the rim of the slab chasing each other and also 
play ball games on the concrete.  The handpump in Mutuala is basically unsupervised, 
which leaves the children free to play on the handpump itself and splash water on each 
other.  Shrieks of laughter ring out as children empty entire buckets on each other for fun, 
and play in the running water.  In Mecupus and Chilipane, the handpump infrastrucuture 
was fenced in and more supervised, so children conducted their games in the space 
around the handpump rather than on the infrasture itself. 
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At the customary wells, the slow recharge rates make it impossible to collect water 
quickly.  Women fill these long waits with intimate, and far ranging conversations.  In 
contrast, the handpumps are run as efficiently as possible and women try to get water and 
leave quickly. The conversations between water users reflect these different dynamics. 
The exchanges at the handpumps are more focused on water collection.  After the initial 
greetings, typical comments at the handpump are:  Stop, it is full…Help me lift my 
bucket….Hold the plastic container for me….I am next…Move your bucket.  The 
handpumps typically do not provide women with the right environment to discuss their 
intimate household affairs.   
 
However, when men are absent or there is important news to share, women gather 
together closely around the handpump to converse. Under these circumstances, it was not 
uncommon to hear alulu calls ringing out from the handpump, expressing women's 
collective joy, which are often associated with men or sex. When men were absent from 
the handpump during one afternoon stretch in Mecupus, the women discussed Celistina, 
whose husband beat her when she stayed to long at the market and a young unmarried 
girl who snuck out at night to go watch a film in the city with a boy.  This gossip about 
the relationships between men and women ceased when a man walked up to collect 
water.  With men present, the conversations were more likely to be about everyday things 
and public information such as, the price of different items at the market or news of 
deaths and marriages in the area.  If men have female family members at the handpump 
they are likely to feel comfortable enough to participate in discussions about upcoming 
social events.  
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Most women go to the handpump to collect water, but do not bathe or wash clothing and 
dishes at the handpump like they do at the wells and rivers.  With the improved water 
access, some women are able to collect enough water to do these activities at home.  
Bathing at the handpump is also not really an option for women because most handpump 
sites do not provide women with the privacy they need.  When women are menstruating, 
they cannot wash themselves or their pensals at the handpump, and must go to the river 
or bathe at a home. At the handpumps, children do not have the freedom to run around 
naked and learn about each other's bodies like they do at the rivers and wells. 
 
Mecupus presents a different situation because of the casa de banho (bathing hut) 
constructed near the handpump.  The 4' x 4' hut consists of four grass walls about 6' tall, 
with a small opening for entering.  During the dry season, there are often a few women 
sharing the bathing hut in the afternoons.  Women bathe their children as they clean 
themselves.  One afternoon I saw six women sharing the bathing hut, including three 
generations of women from the same family.  When girls are in the structure alone, boys 
often sneak up, throw water over the top, and try to peer inside.  The bathing hut is never 
used by any men, but I did observe solitary teenage boys take buckets inside to bathe 
themselves when no women were present.   
 
The clothes washing station is another part of the material structure at the handpump that 
shapes social interactions.  The location of the washing stations determines how 
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frequently it is used.  Ideally, the washing station is under a large shady tree, near enough 
to the handpump that water is easily accessible, but at a distance that offers women some 
privacy to converse outside of the commotion at the handpump.  This is the case in 
Mecupus, where the washing station stands in a quiet, shady corner of the courtyard and 
is well used.  When men are present at the handpump the washing station offers women a 
private place to converse.  Several times I observed women retreating to the washing 
station when there were men or teenage boys at the handpump.  The washing station is 
typically used by women and teenage girls.  More so than the handpump, the washing 
station is a women's space.  
 
In Mutuala, there is not a casa de banho, but the clothes washing slab is often used for 
bathing.  The washing slab is located in an open clearing alongside a main path and 
children commonly collect water from the handpump and carry it to the washing slab to 
bathe.  In the middle of hot days, some women and girls also use the slab to bathe; taking 
off their shirts, but leaving on their capallanas.  At night, under the cover of darkness, 
groups of women will bathe together.  This nighttime activity would have been dangerous 
at a more secluded well, but the slab is near many houses and women feel comfortable 
that nobody can harm them in such close proximity to other houses.   In general, though, 
most women continue to bathe at the customary water sites, due to the lack of privacy at 
the handpump.  Mecupus is the only one of my research communities with a casa de 
banho near the handpump. 
 
In an effort to protect water quality, the RWP attempts to separate different uses of water 
through discrete design features.  According to the rules dictated by the Cowater 
animators, women should do their laundry at the washing stations and bathe in the casa 
de banho, rather than conducting these activities at the pump itself.  However few 
communities have a casa de banho near the handpump, and these regulations on the use 
of space are foreign to water users who are accustomed to bathing, doing laundry, and 
collecting water in the same space at the rivers and wells.  Water users interpret these 
regulations of the space loosely, and often blend the uses of water at the handpump.  For 
example, women and children commonly wash their faces, legs and feet in the drainage 
canal of the handpump.   
 
A description of social interactions in an unsupervised and unregulated setting illustrates 
how the activities at the handpumps change under different governance systems.  The 
2007 ASNANI handpump in Mutuala offers such an example (Image 7.4.3).   
 

Buckets crowd the slab and teenage girls assist each other with pumping.  Women 
do their laundry in the drainage canal.   Washed clothing hangs from the nearby 
bushes.  The area around the handpump is muddy and the soakpit is overflowing 
with water.    Children weave in and out of the women, jumping in a nearby hole 
that provided mud for brick construction.  Some older women bathe at the 
handpump, taking off their shirts and the first layer of their skirts.  Other women 
head into the bush with a bucket to gain more privacy.  Young children stand 
grudgingly still while their mothers scrub their bodies.  Men and boys pass 
frequently, but over the course of two hours only one man stopped to collect water. 
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Image 7.4.3:  Multiple activities occurring at the Mutuala ASNANI handpump. 
 
The scene is reminiscent of a popular well and a contrast to the other handpumps that are 
more orderly, and prevent bathing and clothes washing at the handpump itself. The slow 
recharge rates at this borehole also mean that women must spend more time waiting for 
water here, so they are more willing to fill this time bathing and washing clothes.  The 
increased time women spend at the handpump doing these activities and the lack of male 
supervision also opens up more opportunities for conversation. 
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The increased number of rules and regulations associated with the handpump require 
more enforcement and supervision.  While the customary water sources are typically 
controlled and managed by female water users, water committees and local leaders 
replace their authority at the handpumps.  The WCs hold the keys and the maintenance 
tools and receive the trainings about how to maintain and manage the handpump.  After 
participating in the series of trainings offered by Cowater, the WC feels responsible and 
entitled to control the handpump.  Several water committee members listed "controlling 
the handpump" as one of their primary duties.  Consider the description Barba, a WC 
member in Mecupus offers about his duties:   
 

"I control the handpump and how people collect water.  I need to know who hasn't 
paid, and how much they have paid.  I need to know this so that people who haven't 
contributed can not collect water.  Every day I am at the handpump controlling how 
people are collecting water.  There isn't one day I don't go to the handpump to 
explain to people how to use the handpump correctly." 

 
While men have little involvement in the governance of the customary sources, they are 
more involved with the handpump.  I often saw men reprimanding women for not 
cleaning the handpump or pumping it correctly.  The policing and surveillance of 
women's bodies at the handpumps is a major contrast to the female centered spaces at the 
wells.  At Mecupus, I watched Jeremy instruct one young woman how to pump smoothly.  
He took the handle from her and pushed it slowly up and down a few times to 
demonstrate.  She argued with him, displeased with his criticism of her behavior in an 
area where she was used to being in control.  She resumed pumping just as aggressively 



 209 

as before, as if to challenge Jeremy to stop her; he retreated from the handpump without 
looking back.   
 
Female members of the WC also actively enforced the rules at the handpump.  Amina, 
the president of the WC in Mecupus, often sat in the shade of a nearby tree supervising 
the handpump like a hawk.  When she saw behavior she didn't approve of, she yelled at 
the women from across the open field.  One morning a woman tried to fill up two buckets 
before other children waiting in line.  Amina yelled at her; the woman didn't turn around 
and yelled back, while continuing to fill her bucket.  When the woman showed no sign of 
stopping, Amina marched over and angrily, and without speaking, removed the woman’s 
bucket from under the spout and replaced it with the girl's bucket.  The woman offered no 
auditory response, but cut back in line after the girl filled her bucket. 
 
As these examples demonstrate, not all water users respect the authority of the WC and 
many people resent the WC regulating their behavior and access to water.  In each 
community, WC members told stories about how their authority was challenged and 
water users insulted them at the handpump.  In Nahulcuo, a male member of the WC 
explained: "When someone doesn't have good behavior at the handpump we try to correct 
them.  The people with good hearts, they understand and change, but others respond 
poorly and offend us.  I tell them that this is our work and we have to explain these 
things.  They say since I took their money I should do the work."  It is common for water 
users to think that WC members get paid for their work and should therefore be 
responsible for all the work at the handpumps.   
 
The degree to which the WCs supervise and regulate water use at the handpumps varies 
significantly between communities.  In Mecupus, the WC is very active and displays a 
strong sense of ownership and responsibility; the handpump is well maintained and 
constantly supervised.  In contrast, in Mutuala, the WC disintegrated and the secretario 
de barrio, who considers himself the dona de fonte (owner of the source), does little to 
enforce the rules at the handpump and performs no regular cleaning or maintenance. 
 
Conflicts at the handpumps are typically about access and control, and most commonly 
between leaders, WC members, and water users.  At the early stages of the project, the 
chief controlled the handpump in Nahuluco and he only opened the pump when members 
of his extended family needed water.  A male member of the WC in Nahuluco astutely 
summarized the basis of these conflicts: "the conflicts are between people who think the 
water is for them and not others." 
 
Besides conflicts about access and control, there are also skirmishes between water users 
about waiting times and the order of the buckets in line.  These arguments are more of an 
issue during the dry season, but never approach the level of conflict at the customary 
sources.  An unspoken hierarchy at the handpump allows adults to cut in front of 
children, and members of the water committee and leader's families to advance to the 
front of the line.  This hierarchy is generally not challenged and the disputes are more 
likely between women or children of the same age group.   
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At the customary water sources girls learn about their bodies and how to behave as 
women; older women pass on the "traditional" practices of ithuna (elongating the labia), 
ritual bathing, and proper pensal (clothes used when menstruating) washing techniques.  
At the handpumps a different type of socialization occurs:  the WC instructs water users 
about proper hygiene and sanitation practices for the handpump and home.  The hygiene 
and sanitation lessons imparted to water users are part of the package aimed at moving 
towards "modern" behaviors.  Rather than older women, the WC members are the 
preachers of these messages.   
 
During the trainings provided by Cowater, the WC is instructed to clean their water 
buckets, build drying racks for their dishes, wash their hands, and construct latrines.  
There is little instruction about how to actually accomplish these tasks, but the Cowater 
animators make it clear that these behaviors are associated with the handpump and 
"modern families." For example, in one activity conducted by the Cowater animators the 
WC is instructed to sort two dozen laminated cards with different images of household 
practices, into piles of good and bad behaviors (Image 7.4.4).  In the pile of good 
behaviors, there is a smiling drawing of a women cleaning her pots and putting them on a 
rack to dry, a mother washing her child's hands, and a man scooping water out of a 
canary with a cup.  The pile of bad behaviors includes a woman washing her clothes at 
the well, a man defecating in a field, and child drinking water directly from the river.  
When I observed this activity, the WC was able to sort these practices into the "correct" 
pile with little difficulty.   
 

 
 
Image 7.4.4:  Sorting the cards into piles of good and bad sanitation behaviors.   
 
One of the duties of the WC is to impart these lessons to water users.  There are a variety 
of techniques the WCs adopt towards this aim.  Some of the lessons are passed on 
through the examples set by WC members at the handpumps, while others are offered as 
informal advice or more organized presentations at the handpump.  In Nahulcuo, I asked 
a female member of the sanitation and hygiene group about her work.  She described it as 
such:   "I talk to people at the handpump.  It is my job to tell them why they need to wash 
their clothes, clean the area around the handpump, sweep their houses, bathe their 
children, wash their plates, and walk around in nice clothes."  Her comment illustrates 
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how the handpump is connected to other "modern" behaviors and practices.  While nearly 
everyone practiced these behaviors to the extent they were able to before the handpump, 
the Cowater animators sold the handpump water as the gateway to cleanliness and 
hygiene.  The implication is that without the handpump, beauty, cleanliness, and health 
cannot be as effectively achieved.  
 
Water users evaluate the lessons delivered by the Cowater animators or the WC 
according to their own needs and adopt practices that make sense to them, while 
discarding others that they see as less useful.  For example, many households built drying 
racks for their dishes soon after the handpump was constructed.  The drying racks are 
easy to build and practical:  they keep the dishes off the ground and out of the reach of 
chickens, goats, pigs, and other animals. With these dish racks, women don't have to 
clean their dishes as frequently and are able to eat off clean plates. Latrines, however, 
were a harder sell. Most families who built latrines did so to satisfy the requirements of 
receiving a handpump, but did not regularly use the latrines.  In each of my five research 
sites, I was assured by the Cowater animator that I would be comfortable staying with 
anyone on the WC because they all had latrines.  Without fail, when I arrived at the house 
of the WC member who volunteered to host me, they frantically constructed or repaired 
their unused latrine.  People are generally comfortable with their sanitation situation and 
don't like the idea of going into an enclosed structure used by everyone in their same 
household.  The Cowater animators often remarked to me with frustration that people 
know what practices are good and bad (according to the development perspective), yet 
they do not change their behaviors.   
 
Women discarded many of the improved sanitation behaviors taught to them by the 
Cowater animators, but made a big show of washing their buckets with soap at the 
handpump.  Especially in Mecupus, nearly all women, spent a couple minutes scrubbing 
the outside of their buckets with sand and then soap.  The care with which women 
washed their buckets always seemed a bit exaggerated and overdone to me. I believe that 
this practice was about publically displaying the links made by local residents between 
soap, cleanliness, and modernity.  As I described in Chapter 5, women's status can be 
measured by the type and cleanliness of the buckets.  The ability to use soap to wash with 
is also an indication of wealth.   Other women also judged and verbally chastised women 
who ignored this practice at the handpump. Women were disappointed with me when I 
tried to collect water with a bucket that was dirty on the outside; my insistence that the 
inside was clean, did not diminish their concern.   
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One theme running through this chapter is the diversity of perspectives and experiences 
different groups have with the handpump.  There are a range of feelings associated with 
the handpump, from pride and appreciation, to anger, suspicion, and jealousy.  The 
handpump is a source of division between people as well as a symbol of the community's 
development.  In the first year or two after the construction of the handpumps, people are 
still trying to figure out what the handpump means to them and whether they will use it or 
not.  The meanings of the handpumps are constantly negotiated, subverted, and 
reinterpreted by different groups.  Throughout this chapter, I have highlighted the agency 
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of water users and the subtle and explicit ways they resist the water project by 
disregarding and modifying rules, insulting the water committee, not using the 
handpump, and interpreting the handpump within their own frameworks of modernity.   
 
In Mutuala, after the handpump was constructed, I visited the customary sources.   As 
was the case in all the villages, women continue to spend a lot of time at the wells and 
river after the handpump is constructed.   At one well a group of women sat together 
collecting water.  Other women bathed in the tall grass nearby and two old women 
washed their clothes.  I asked them why they were using the well instead of the 
handpump.  The women just shrugged, one mumbled that it was further from her 
household and the other added that she doesn't want to pay.  I knew the handpump to be 
quite close to the house of the first woman, and at that time nobody was required to pay 
for the water.  As James Ferguson (1994) found in Lesotho in relation to a rural 
development project, in Nampula few people want to admit to being opposed the idea of 
the handpump, at least not to a foreign researcher with unknown affiliations (p.175).  So 
why did these women continue to use the customary sources?     
 
I suspect that the women preferred to spend time in a private space that they controlled 
and could claim as their own. During the time of this conversation, there was also a 
conflict surrounding the handpump in Mutuala, and it was closely supervised by the 
secretario de barrio.  At the wells, the women were free to do what they want without 
being constrained by external rules and men regulating their behavior.   
 
At the same time, however, other women were grateful for the handpump because it 
allowed them to collect water much more quickly than they could at the customary water 
sources.  When I asked these women where they preferred to collect water, they replied 
that the handpump was better because they spent less time waiting to fill up their buckets. 
As one woman said, "I prefer the handpump because I can get water and return home.  
Before the handpump, I sometimes didn't return from collecting water until it was dark."  
For the women who use the handpumps, the dangers of water collection are also relieved.  
Women no longer have to leave in the dark to collect water in a secluded well, where 
they are easy targets for men or animals.  Women who used the handpumps also 
commented that the paths to the handpump are wide and clear and cannot hide snakes and 
dogs, unlike the paths to the customary water sources. 
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In terms of what happens at the handpumps, my research shows that the site matters:  in 
some communities men steer clear of the handpumps, and in others men are frequently 
present collecting water, hanging out, and supervising women's behaviors.   The social 
and gendered interactions that occur at the handpumps are shaped by a complex mix of 
factors, including: 
 

• The degree to which the handpump location can be considered public or private; 
• The level and type of supervision and policing that occurs at the handpump; 
• Previous gender roles associated with water collection; 
• Availability of water / wait times at the handpump;  
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• Seasonality;  
• Presence of other infrastructure (bathing hut or clothes washing station); and 
• Individual practices (bathing, water collection, division of labor in the household, 

use of water, etc.). 
 
There is a mutual shaping of social relations and the material/technological handpump.  
The handpump is conceptualized as both a source and consequence of gender relations 
(Wajcman, 2010 p.143).  The handpump is not a value free, neutral object existing 
outside of society. Rather, its meanings and use are fluid and negotiated at multiple points 
of consumption and use.   
 
The handpumps open up a space that allows people to creatively play with new meanings 
and identities.  Use of the handpump indicates how people feel about development and 
also reveals their wealth and political affiliation.  The handpump is a space where identity 
is publically performed and conferred. By labeling the people who don't use the 
handpump as ignorant and backwards, handpump users assert their own proximity to 
modernity and further demonstrate this connection by their use of certain "props" at the 
water site.  Women and men test the boundaries at the handpump and the range of 
behaviors and social interactions that they can perform in this space.  Men approach the 
water site with apprehension and excitement, exploring how others view their presence at 
the handpump and how they feel in the space.   Women find themselves in new positions 
of authority, subordination, and dependence, and try to get away with breaking rules and 
using the space in unintended ways. 
 
Throughout this chapter, I have shown how the impacts of the handpump ripple into the 
public, private, sacred, and everyday experiences of rural men and women.  While the 
impacts are broad across different aspects of life, they are not deep.  The handpump does 
not have the power to alter social and cultural practices, change gender roles, or steal 
women's space. What is perhaps most remarkable is how the handpump has become 
integrated into existing practices, even though it is supposed to operate under such a 
different model.  As a number of examples illustrate, people exercise their agency vis a 
vis the handpump through a variety of different mechanisms, such as breaking rules, 
refusing to practice certain behaviors, and avoiding the handpump altogether.  While 
women do not have the same degree of privacy and control they enjoyed at the customary 
sources, the handpump does not take away women's choice to use the wells and river, and 
even regular handpump users continue to use the customary sources for certain activities.  
Women value the handpumps because of their efficiency, but the wells are still their 
chosen escape for socialization with other women.  Most of my conclusions about the 
impacts of the handpumps were made within a year after the handpumps were installed 
and there is a considerable amount of uncertainty about what will happen two, three or 
even ten years in the future. 
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This chapter offers a critique of the standard ways of assessing and evaluating 
development projects.  My arguments are based on the divergent ways the MCC and 
residents in the targeted RWP communities view the project's successes and failures. The 
way each actor understands the impacts is tied to their values, ideologies, and objectives.  
For example, the MCC's focus on income as a prime indicator of success, is related to 
their overall goal of economic development, and also stems from a certain view of 
poverty.  In contrast, local perceptions of project impacts are more likely to be tied to 
family well-being, social relations, and work burden.  I show that MCC's economic 
justification of the RWP, manifested in the ERR (economic rate of return) model rests on 
a series of questionable assumptions and does not take into account local values and 
realities.   
 
The first section outlines and critiques the approach used by the MCC to calculate the 
ERR model.  Here, I also describe conversations I had with MCC staff members that are 
revealing of the larger values and ideologies in development.  The second section 
contrasts the notions of success and failure adopted by the MCC with local perceptions of 
the handpump impacts. The third section explores two areas that are not included in the 
traditional cost-benefit analysis:  the distribution of benefits and sustainability.   These 
are critical issues for residents, but not a central concern for the MCC. 
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The overall goal of the MCC is to promote economic growth through poverty reduction.    
In Mozambique, the RWP aims to fill these goals by providing safe, potable, and 
convenient water supply to rural Nampula and Cabo Delgado.  As stated in the Compact 
Monitoring and Evaluation Plan, the primary objective of the RWP is to reduce incidence 
of waterborne illness and the time burden of fetching water (MCA-Mozambique, 2009a). 
Women are projected to save time that can be spent on more productive activities (MCC, 
2008).  Other predicted benefits include increased consumption of water per capita, 
"opportunities for girls to go to school, rather than assisting their mothers in household 
tasks, and reductions in other diseases, such as cholera" (MCC, 2008 Annex 1-5; MCA-
Mozambique, 2009a).  It is predicted that 282,000 people will benefit from the RWP 
project by 2016, and 360,000 by 202888 (MCA-Mozambique, 2009b p.10). 
 
All programs within MCC Compacts must meet a 20 year ERR (economic rate of return) 
of at least 8.8%.  The ERR of the RWP is estimated at 18%; in other words, the economic 
benefit stream from the RWP is predicted to exceed the costs of the project by 18% over 
the course of 20 years.  This rate allows the MCC to justify their projects from an 
economic perspective. The ERR is used to determine the most efficient allocation of 
resources and make decisions about which projects are a worthwhile investment. At the 
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end of the Compact the ERR will be recalculated and used to assess the value of the 
intervention.   
 
The ERR for the RWP was calculated by looking at benefits in the following areas:89   
 
• Health benefits achieved through the reduction in diarrhea and other water related 

diseases. The health benefits stem from: 
o Savings to households with reductions in the use of medical care; 
o Income from productive activities to households through the reduction of 

adult sick days; 
o Income from productive activities to households through the reduction of 

child care days; 
o Added output over a lifetime through reductions in mortality. 

• Time savings to households (primarily women) who spend less time gathering water 
and use that time productively (i.e., the "opportunity cost of fetching water’) (MCA-
Mozambique, 2009a p.9). 

 
The spreadsheets used to calculate the ERR for the RWP are publically available on the 
MCC Mozambique website.  The ERR is based on a set of complicated formulas, that are 
difficult to unravel.  The time savings benefits are calculated by multiplying the number 
of handpump users (initially estimated at 85 households) by the number of hours each 
household spends collecting water per day (initially estimated at 3.05 hours) and the 
opportunity cost of time (initially $0.48/day) (MCC, 2007).  By 2013, at the end of the 
Compact, the number of households using the handpumps is predicted to increase to 94, 
while the number of hours spent collecting water falls to 2.14 hours per day, and the 
opportunity cost of time increases to $0.69/day (ibid.)  These benefits continue to 
increase until 2026, when they level out until the 20-year time horizon (2029) (ibid.). The 
time savings benefits in 2013 are estimated at $922 per community, and $3,828 in 2029 
(ibid.)  
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Over the course of the project, MCC specialists from Washington visited Maputo several 
times to monitor and evaluate the economic benefits of the project.  I met with the MCC 
monitoring and evaluation team (M&E team) in Maputo to discuss how to capture the 
economic returns from the RWP.  I found myself in a strange position during these 
discussions:  I was being consulted as an "expert" on the RWP, and I wanted to be 
helpful, yet I wasn't comfortable with the approach used to monetize the impacts. 
 
Our discussions focused on the same two areas of economic benefits emphasized in the 
ERR:  health and time savings.  The M&E team concluded that the health benefits alone 
could not justify the project from an economic perspective, and they were thus primarily 
interested in how to monitorize the use of time freed up by improved water access.  One 
of the assumptions explicitly documented in the Monitoring and Evaluation Report is that 
                                                
89 The benefits related to the urban component of the WSS were taken out of this list.  

!



 217 

the time saved from collecting water will be put to productive economic use (MCA-
Mozambique, 2009a p.9). In the formula used to calculate the ERR, the "opportunity cost 
of time" is estimated at $0.48/day in 2009, rising to $1.86/day in 2029.   Women are 
expected to be the primary beneficiaries of time savings (MCC, 2008). 
 
When the M&E team asked me how women used the time savings resulting from the 
RWP, I explained first that time savings should not be assumed (because only a minority 
of people in every community use the handpump, and long lines may negate shorter 
distances), and secondly that most people use the time savings for domestic activities, 
farming, socializing, and resting, and only rarely for activities strictly focused on 
generating income.   
 
As I described the ways people use water and their time, the M&E team listened intently.  
While they were genuinely interested in my findings and motivated to calculate a realistic 
ERR model, they had to work within the confines of the spreadsheet in front of them.  
We brainstormed research approaches that would allow us to get a realistic estimate 
about how people spend their free time.  Time use studies seemed like the most 
appropriate strategy, but it wasn't possible to design and implement a time use study due 
to the timing of the borehole construction and the extensive resources needed to properly 
execute the study.  Researching other options, I found that the World Health Organization 
(WHO) simply multiplies the time savings by the minimum wage for the country, rather 
than deal with the complexity of how time savings is actually used.  I reported this to the 
M&E team who saw this approach as a possible solution.   
 
One problem with the WHO method is that most people earn income only seasonally and 
time savings is not typically devoted to income generating activities. As an alternative, I 
suggested a "sensitivity analysis" be used to look at the benefit stream if people only 
spent 50%, 20%, or 10% of their time savings on productive activities.  This approach 
was accepted and I was charged with estimating what percentage of time savings was 
spent on productive activities.  At the end of the conversation, I was pleased that we had 
reached a workable solution, but realized to my dismay that all of my research had been 
reduced to a simple economic formula. 
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My assistance may have taken us closer to a realistic view of how people use time 
savings, but the basic premise of the calculations remained problematic. The formulas 
used for calculating time savings are based upon a strict separation between the time 
spent collecting water and the time spent doing productive activities that doesn't exist in 
reality.  The assumption is that time spent collecting water is wasted, while time spent in 
other activities is inherently more productive and valuable because it generates income.  
From a social perspective, women value the time spent collecting water, and they often 
do a lot of work (bathing children, washing dishes, and washing clothes) at the water 
source.  However, in the ERR formula, productive activities are defined as income 
generating activities, and thus most of women's heavy workload is not considered to be 
"productive." 
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I explained these points to the M&E team.  They listened to my stories, but became 
frustrated when the complex social reality didn't bring them any closer to completing the 
economic analysis.  There is no easy way of assigning a value to the social time spent at 
the wells or dividing productive from domestic activities.  Some people within the MCC 
were skeptical and frustrated with organization's economic approach.  As one MCC 
representative, with considerable experience in the water sector, stated: 
 

"This (the ERR) doesn't make sense to me for social investments, like rural water.  
Sure if you have a 10 million dollar treatment plant, but for rural water no.  First 
the investment is not really that much money, second it is very difficult to do a 
cost-benefit assessment in rural water.  Also every community is different and we 
would just be lumping the indicators together ...  MCC operates on a business 
model and I get into many fights with people about the strict adherence to the 
ERR.  It is ludicrous to apply the ERR in such strict terms in many cases.  The 
idea is that we shouldn't invest money in projects without a demonstrative 
economic impact, and if a project can't demonstrate this than we should look for a 
better investment somewhere else.  ERR should be one of many tools used to help 
make a decision, but here there is a fixation on the idea.  The ERR excludes the 
beneficiaries, who don't care at all about the ERR.  In my mind, and this goes 
back to the demand responsive approach, if communities are willing and able to 
pay this should be enough.  The macro-economists tend to overlook benefits 
because they have little understanding about the water sector or the ground 
realities."   

 
This strong critical statement from someone within the MCC shows that the organization 
is not monolithic, and there is a diversity of perspectives on how to approach, justify, and 
evaluate rural water projects. However, one person's opinion does not change the 
dominant economic approach and the fact that the MCC still has to justify their projects 
to Congress using the ERR model.  
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My observations show that expecting between 85-12390 households to use the handpump 
and achieve some benefits, vastly overestimates the number of users. Putting aside the 
many reasons why people may choose not to use the handpumps, even from a technical 
standpoint, expecting 500 people91 to use the handpump is unreasonable. It is ironic that 
despite a very complex ERR assessment, nobody apparently did the simple math that 
shows that one handpump cannot deliver enough water to serve the basic needs of 500 
people.  For 500 people to collect 20 liters per day (the minimum quantity of water for 
basic needs), the handpumps would have to be open for 16.6 hours per day - more than 
twice as many hours as the 8 hour maximum prescribed to allow the groundwater to 
recharge (Figure 8.1.0).  If the handpump is only open for 8 hours a day, the most water 
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500 people can collect per day is 9.6 liters per person - about half of the water estimated 
to provide for basic needs (Figure 8.1.0).  This is the best case scenario, if the line 
operates perfectly efficiently and no time is lost between buckets, which is never the case.  
Furthermore, the ERR assumes that uptake and usage rates will continue to increase over 
the 20 year expected life of the handpump, an estimate which is not supported by the 
evidence (Whittington et al., 2012).  A more realistic approach would be based on the 
actual number of people using the handpump each month, taking into account seasonality 
and diminishing uptake and usage as the handpumps become more crowded over time.  
 
Figure 8.1.0:  Water user calculations. 

 
Given constraints  
500 people per handpump 
1 bucket takes 2 min to fill at the handpump 
1 bucket=20 liters 
8 hours the handpump is open (according to MCA and Cowater instructions) 
20 liters per capita per day (LPCD) (basic needs level of water) 
 
Calculation of number of hours handpump needs to be open to provide 20 liters of water 
for 500 people 
500 people x 20 liters =10,000 liters per day (or 500 buckets) 
500 buckets x 2 min to fill a bucket=1,000 minutes to fill all buckets 
1,000 min/60=16.6 hours 
 
Liters per capita 500 people can take from the handpump if it is only open 8 hours a day 
8 hours x 60 min=480 minutes 
480 minutes/2 min=240 buckets (or 4,800 liters) can be filled in 8 hours 
4,800 liters/500 people=9.6 LPCD 
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In sum, the ERR formula used by the MCC, drastically overestimates the benefits 
achieved through time savings.92  My research calls into question the accuracy of the 
following assumptions used to calculate the time savings benefit stream: 
 

• The handpumps results in time savings for 100 households. 
• The time savings will increase over the 20 year expected life of the handpump. 
• It is possible to divide the day into domestic vs. productive activities in order to 

calculate income earned from time spent in productive activities. 
• Time savings will be used for productive activities (productive activities = income 

generating activities). 
                                                
D1!I expect that incorrect assumptions were also made in the calculations of the benefits achieved through 
improved health, but it is more difficult to empirically measure these benefit streams.  The health benefits 
rely on similar assumptions about time savings and productivity which are expected to result from a 
reduction in the incidence of diarrhea.  Perhaps the most fundamental, and questionable, assumption here is 
that the handpumps will reduce diarrhea.  Other studies have shown that handpumps alone do not reduce 
the incidence of diarrhea. This topic however, falls outside of the scope of this research.!!!
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• The time spent at the customary water sources is non-productive.  
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As the MCC representative commented, "the RWP beneficiaries don't care at all about 
the ERR."  While earning income is important to all households, it is not their primary 
objective and certainly not their motivation for using the handpump.  The ERR formula 
used by the MCC, is based on the model of the economic man, who makes rational 
choices, with full information, to maximize his own utility.  In Nampula, water collectors 
do not stand back and weigh the economic costs and the benefits of using the handpump; 
they make choices based on a complex range of factors, such as the distance to the 
handpump, their age, their health, their relationships to the water committee members and 
leaders, and their perceptions of and experiences with development.  The decision to use 
the handpump is also constrained by access to cash income, political affiliation, and 
geography.  Decision making thus cannot be isolated from the wider social context that 
influences it in often unpredictable and complex ways.  In contrast, the ERR model 
freezes these social variables that are so important in determining handpump usage rates. 
 
Some of the evaluative categories used by the MCC, are also important to local water 
users, albeit for different reasons.  For example, the primary benefits of the handpump 
mentioned by local men and women were shorter distances to the water source, and time 
savings.  However, households don't associate time savings with economic opportunity, 
but with social and familial roles, as discussed in Chapter 7.  When women talked about 
their ability to spend more time farming, they didn't frame this opportunity from an 
economic standpoint, but commented that they were thankful for the chance to spend 
more time with their husband in the fields.  More labor typically means larger harvests, 
which benefit households regardless of whether the crops are consumed or sold; 
although, there is no place for home consumption or food security in the ERR model.  
Very few people talked about using time freed from water collection for income 
generating activities and those who did were primarily men. Improved water quality was 
also noted by many respondents, but not for its monetary benefits, but because the 
handpump water tasted better, left skin and clothes cleaner, and did not cause stomach 
pain for children.   
 
Other benefits that were frequently mentioned by handpump users were improved marital 
relations, positive self-identity, cleanliness, security, conflict reduction, and an easing of 
the suffering/burden for children (these benefits were discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter 7). None of these areas are categories in standard impact assessments. Having 
access to clean water and more water available allowed men and women to bathe more 
frequently, and for men it was a form of progress and status to be able to take a bathe in 
their home.  In focus groups, both men and women described how the handpump water 
left their skin and clothes softer and cleaner than well water. Many men and women drew 
a clear connection between cleanliness, dressing well, wealth, and development.   Parents 
often focused on the benefits of the handpumps for their children.  They were relieved 
and thankful that their children no longer had to "suffer" carrying water all day and could 
easily walk to the handpump and then attend school.  
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Local perceptions of the benefits of the water project show that it is not possible to isolate 
the handpump effects from the other economic, social, and political factors that are also 
in motion.  For example, many people said that they had more time to work on their 
fields after they started using the handpump, but when I asked if they thought they would 
reap a larger harvest, most of these farmers acknowledged that this has more to do with 
the rains.  In another example, when parents commented that their children had more time 
to go to school, they often followed this statement with other reasons why their child 
didn't, in fact, attend school more often:  they don't like to go to school; they have to help 
watch the animals; or they don't learn anything in school.  While the handpump can open 
up opportunities for new benefit streams, these connections are not automatic, and there 
may be other constraints to realizing these benefits other than water.  
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Most impact assessments of rural water projects adhere to a fairly standard set of 
evaluative categories that can be easily measured and plugged into economic formulas.  
The indicators used to assess the project are based on the values of the project 
implementers rather than the water users, because the project implementers are 
accountable to the project funders (here the MCC or more accurately the US Congress), 
not the water users.  Many of the important impacts perceived by the water users are not 
part of the analysis because they complicate the straight forward economic approach.  
Among these neglected areas, I will focus on two below: sustainability and distribution of 
benefits in a community.   
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Sustainability is not a major area of focus for the MCC.   After the Compact is completed 
in August of 2013 there is only a vague plan to ensure the sustainability of the 
handpumps, and project implementers at all levels worry about their long term 
functioning.  Although there is little attention to sustainability in the Compact, a 20-year 
life span for the handpumps is assumed in the ERR.  However, nobody within the water 
sector in Mozambique believes that a handpump will continue functioning for 20 years, 
and most people would consider even a 10-year estimate to be optimistic.93  Using a 20-
year time horizon, rather than a 10-year horizon makes a major difference in the 
calculation of benefits and costs.   
 
The impact evaluation conducted by the VT/Stanford team will only indicate the benefits 
of the handpumps within a two year period, although there have been recent 
conversations about extending the evaluation work until 2016. Some MCA handpumps 
will be constructed just months before the Compact ends, leaving no time to ensure that 
the pumps were properly installed or the community is ready to manage them.  As Dale 
Whittington (2012) argues, most benefit-cost analysis tend to overestimate the benefits 
because they are carried out shortly after the intervention and do not directly account for 
uptake and usage rates.   
 

                                                
93 Even MIPAR, the national guidelines for rural water planning, only uses a design horizon of 10 years. 
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One of the conditions attached to the Compact is that the Mozambique government 
devotes a certain percentage of their budget towards maintaining the pumps.  The 
government, however, is already challenged to keep the existing handpumps functioning.  
Every year NGO's and development programs, like the MCC, construct more handpumps 
and hand the burden of maintaining them over to the government. There have been a few 
scattered and uncoordinated attempts to enhance the capacity of the district government 
offices in Nampula, but it is clear that the government doesn't presently have the 
institutions and capacity to oversee the handpumps. 
 
Lacking a commitment from the MCC and the capacity in the government, the real 
burden of sustainability falls on the communities themselves.  The WC is supposed to 
save the tariffs collected from water users to buy the spare parts needed to repair the 
handpump.  Under the guise of empowering communities, they are given the heavy 
responsibility of keeping their handpump functioning over the long term.  It may be fair 
to expect the community to maintain their handpump and fix small problems, but when a 
major repair is needed, there is little chance that the community will have the capacity 
(knowledge and savings) to make the repairs. 
 
It is difficult for the WC to securely save the cash collected from the monthly tariffs for 
future repairs.  When the tariffs are regularly collected, this sum can grow quite large 
after a couple of years if no repairs are needed.  Very few of the RWP communities are 
within 50 km of a bank, and the cash is typically kept in a non-locking bag or box in the 
home of the treasurer of the WC.  In one of my research communities, some of the cash 
savings was mysteriously stolen, and in two of the other communities, the treasurers 
confided that people often asked them to borrow some of the savings.  One female 
treasurer commented that her husband would try to use the money to buy alcohol.   There 
was no assistance provided by the RWP to help communities securely manage the cash 
that was supposed to be saved for future repairs. 
 
The vague references to sustainability in the planning documents link sustainability to 
spare parts, water committees, and community participation and decision making.   
Every Cowater report lists the number of "sustainable water committees," although it is 
not clear why they are described as somehow inherently sustainable.  To the contrary, I 
found that within a year of formation, four out of the five water committees I followed 
had begun to neglect their duties, experience member turnover, and face conflicts with 
water users or leaders.94  
 
Even project implementers don't believe in the efficacy of the WC.  Project implementers 
involved in the RWP at different levels all agree on two points: (1) the sustainability of 
the water point depends on the good management of the water committee, and; (2) 
without regular support from outside, the water committee will not be sustainable over 
the projected lifetime of the water point. This is an amazing admission of the lack of 
confidence in the long-term functioning of the handpump.  Consider what one 
community development specialist said in regards to the possibility that the water 
                                                
D;!These issues that threaten the sustainability of the water committee are discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter 7.!
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committee would continue to function over the long term: "We think that when you don't 
find the water committee in good form you will always have these types of problems [of 
sustainability]. The idea is to have the management done by the community itself, but this 
is difficult because they have little incentive and after they don't always have good 
relations with the water users…others don't have the patience. It is a lot of work."  
 
I found that nearly all the factors that threatened the sustainability of the handpumps were 
tied to social issues.   Poor sustainability was linked to: 
 

• Dissatisfaction with the handpump design because it did not meet the needs of all 
the residents (or even a majority of them); 

• Water committee turnover and neglect of regular duties due to poor motivation, 
conflicts, and leadership issues; 

• Conflicts between leaders, water committee members, and water users for access 
and control of the handpump; 

• An inability to securely save money intended for repairs and maintenance; and 
• Irregular tariff collection. 

 
The actions taken to promote sustainability disregard these social issues and focus on the 
technical aspects of sustainability.  The planning documents for the RWP are written in 
such a way that suggests once the initial requirements of creating water committees and 
hosting community meetings have been met, sustainability concerns are limited to spare 
part access.  The RWP addresses sustainability by training artisans to repair handpumps, 
establishing a spare parts supply chain, and constructing water and sanitation 
demonstration centers.  There are doubts as to whether these approaches will be effective 
in meeting technology challenges, but it is certain that they leave social issues 
unaddressed.  Conflict resolution was one of the training goals listed the Inception Report 
(Cowater, 2009), but trainings in this area never took place and there is similarly no plan 
to address other issues such as the security of savings or the poor fit between water users 
needs and the technology of the handpump.   
 
Community members' own ideas of what keeps a handpump functioning five to ten years 
into the future, emphasize the importance of maintaining good understanding (bom 
entendimento) between leaders, the WC, and water users. Good understanding between 
these different groups is necessary to ensure the handpump is used effectively and water 
users are satisfied with their service.   All households should understand the role of the 
WC, the importance of paying monthly tariffs for a service, and the links between water 
quality and health.  When this information isn't disseminated and accepted by the general 
population, misunderstanding and distrust breeds easily, resulting in conflicts, exclusion, 
and a low satisfaction with water services. These "soft" issues, which are inherently 
bound to community social relations, form the foundation of a sustainable rural water 
system. Technology and spare parts are often promoted as the keys to sustainability, but 
as one director of a rural water program observed, "a good water committee and a strong 
leader will find a way to secure spare parts. The problems of sustainability are social and 
not technical." 
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Evaluations of project impacts typically do not adequately capture the distribution of 
benefits within the community, and there is an assumption that the benefits are spread 
evenly and neutrally over the entire community.  There is a puzzling contradiction in the 
way "community" is referred to by development workers in relation to the RWP.  Besides 
the fact that the boundaries of community are poorly and often arbitrarily defined (see 
more on this discussion in Chapter 6.1), a more basic point is that the handpump is only 
designed to serve 500 people, and the median size of a RWP community was about 1,750 
people. How can the handpump project be called a community development project or 
stress community participation when it is known from the beginning that only a portion 
of the community has an opportunity to benefit? 
 
The uneven distribution of benefits has implications for the social relations between 
groups.  The RWP created new divisions and exacerbated existing differences between 
groups.  The fixed location of the handpump created a new geographic division in the 
community as those households living near the handpump claimed the greatest benefits.  
The lives of people living distant from the handpump didn't change, and some were 
resentful after contributing to a project that turned out to be too away for them to use.  
The handpump also revealed and reinforced differences between Frelimo and Renamo 
members and excluded the poorest groups.  The VT/Stanford impact evaluation offers the 
opportunity to capture the differential impacts of the RWP related to wealth and 
geography, however these indicators are not among the high-level categories that the 
MCC uses to evaluate the project. 
 
One reason that there is little awareness of these distributional issues is that evaluation 
instruments used to measure impacts, tend to self-select handpump users, rather than look 
at the community-level benefits.  Cowater animators conduct monitoring activities with 
the water committee members who typically all use the handpump, and tend to have 
much more positive perceptions of the project than the general population.  The 
VT/Stanford impact assessment sampled the cluster of households closest to the 
handpump.95  Therefore, based on these sampling techniques, conclusions about the 
impacts of the RWP can only be drawn for those people who live near, or regularly use 
the handpump, rather than the entire community.   
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D>!The impact evaluation sampling approach was based on clusters, or quaterãos, of approximately 500 
people. The rationale for this number was that the rural water points were intended to serve 500 people and 
the number is comparable with enumeration areas as used by INE (the National Department of Statistics).  
Within each cluster 27‐30 households were interviewed.  Households were randomly selected along a 
radius of 500 meters from the proposed site of the handpump.  The direction of the radius was decided by 
spinning a pencil and following the line of the pencil head.  This original design was complicated by the 
fact that the location of the borehole was unknown in most of the treatment communities at the time of the 
surveying.  In some communities the sampled population was further than 500 meters from the handpump 
after it was installed, which presents an opportunity to look the geographical distribution of benefits.!
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Water users have a much broader sense of the benefits and costs of the RWP than the 
development planners.  The standard evaluation tools do not adequately capture the 
perspectives of water users, which are closely tied to the social, political, and economic 
context.  According to the development perspective, poverty is defined by income, rather 
than something holistic that corresponds more closely to the way people experience 
poverty - in terms of lack of resources, emotional pain, physical suffering, insecurity, 
hunger, illness, or conflict.  Poverty in terms of income may be relatively unaffected by 
the RWP, but there were other areas of life that were positively and negatively 
influenced.  
 
The justification of the RWP, through the ERR calculation, is based on unrealistic 
numbers and fundamentally flawed assumptions.   There is a major disconnect between 
the senior economists making models of project impacts and the on the ground realities.   
The narrow set of evaluative categories used in the ERR is taken for granted by policy 
makers as the rational way to determine the value of the project, although there is 
considerable tension reconciling the complex social realities within the technical 
formulas, spreadsheets, and calculations demanded by the project funders.  The economic 
approach leaves no space for considering local priorities, long-term sustainability, or the 
distribution of benefits in communities.   
 

`7D&G6#$6':/".-C&
 
(XPNZSO#!1HHD#!2T`S_ZWXT!OS_XOZ@!!(N[X!USQMNUX!NTU!TNY_aQN!OaONQ!PNZSO!_XWTZ!

WT\ZNQQNZWXT!_OXMONY#!:N_aZX@!(XPNZSO!2TZSOTNZWXTNQ!2T`#!NTU!&XQXYXT!5UN#!
:('J:XmNY[WnaS#!1HHDN#!:XTWZXOWTM!NTU!SVNQaNZWXT!_QNT#!:N_aZX@!:WQQSTWaY!

(RNQQSTMS!'``XaTZJ:XmNY[WnaS#!
:('J:XmNY[WnaS#!1HHD[#!:XmNY[WnaS!`XY_N`Z!YXTWZXOWTM!NTU!SVNQaNZWXT!_QNT#!

:N_aZX@!:('J:XmNY[WnaS#!
:((#!1HHC#!:XmNY[WnaS!PNZSO!\a__Qc!NTU!\NTWZNWZXT!_OXdS`Z@!!%OO!\aYYNOc#!

AN\RWTMZXT@!:WQQSTTWaY!(RNQQSTMS!(XO_XONZWXT#!
:((#!1HHF#!:WQQSTTWaY!`RNQQSTMS!`XY_N`ZJYXmNY[WnaS#!:N_aZX@!:WQQSTTWaY!

(RNQQSTMS!(XO_XONZWXT#!
ARWZZWTMZXTB!0#l!ISaQNTUB!:#l!*NO^SOB!+#!NTU!=aSTB!=#!1H"1#!&SZZWTM!_OWXOWZWS\B!

ZNOMSZWTM!\a[\WUWS\!NYXTM!PNZSOB!\NTWZNZWXTB!NTU!_OSVSTZWVS!RSNQZR!
WTZSOVSTZWXT\!WT!USVSQX_WTM!`XaTZOWS\#!!"4*(&/$)$*"+#$%,!;H#F@!">;?J">?F#!

!
 



 226 

)-".+%/&a1&&)'*5$4,6'*,&
 
In this final chapter I will review the common themes in my research and discuss the 
contributions and significance of this study.  The multiple roles I played in Mozambique 
gave me an opportunity to tell a unique story about the RWP in Nampula.  There has 
been little research that offers such an in-depth view of how a development project 
unfolds in a specific place.  My research highlights the diversity of perspectives different 
groups have of the handpump, as well as the gaps between the expected outcomes of the 
project and local experiences.  This study has wider significance, and offers useful 
insights into how development might be perceived and negotiated by community 
members in countries all over the world.    
 
In the first section of this chapter, I review the socio-cultural aspects of water practices 
that I observed in Nampula and argue that considering the meanings and diverse uses of 
water in daily life is a necessary first step to improving the design of rural water projects.  
Section two connects my empirical findings about the links between water, gender roles, 
and identity, with larger theoretical perspectives and extends the debates on how 
subjectivities are formed in relation to particular types of water and water sites.  The 
section ends by considering the question of whether the RWP reinforced or challenged 
gender roles.   
 
In the third section, I discuss how this research contributes to the literature on gender 
roles in Africa, by offering an alternative perspective of African relationships, values, and 
norms than is offered in the development literature.  In the fourth section, I summarize 
the local perceptions of the RWP impacts and discuss how to feature these 
understandings more prominently in impact evaluations.  Section five, analyzes what 
went wrong with the RWP by focusing on the organizational culture of the development 
organizations and alluding to other objectives of development.  The sixth section offers 
some guidelines for improving the design, community-based approach, and evaluations 
of rural water projects.  Section seven and eight offer some final reflections of my role 
and contributions.   
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My research moves beyond simple development statistics to describe the experience of 
water collection, water scarcity, and participation in a development project from the point 
of view of men and women in rural Nampula.  I show that the meanings and the local 
perceptions of water have significant implications for the success of water supply projects 
(Boelens and Hoogendam, 2002; Akpabio, 2011).  In Nampula, water is emotionally, 
symbolically, physically, and spiritually connected to people's lives, and is an integral 
part of social, livelihood, and everyday activities.  These meanings and uses of water are 
typically invisible to development workers who simply view water as a commodity. 
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In Nampula, water is a social glue that binds people together.  Sharing water during 
everyday tasks, social ceremonies, and rituals maintains cultural traditions and social 
networks.  Water is also important for diverse livelihood activities including pottery 
making, brewing cabanga (beer), distilling alcohol, handicrafts, cooking bajias (fried 
dough) for the market, gardening, and small animal raising.  In the ritual sphere, water 
plays a prominent role in a wide variety of cultural traditions such as, ancestor veneration 
ceremonies, funeral rites, washing before prayer, Baptisms, healing ceremonies, ritual 
meals, and initiation rites.  In each of these activities, water has a different meaning.  For 
example: when a curandeiro bathes a patient, the water is associated with healing; at the 
initiation rites washing in the river is symbolic of rebirth; and when a woman brings her 
husband bath water it signifies her respect for him.     
 
The RWP reconfigures the meanings associated with water and disrupts the social 
exchange systems of which water is part.  Because water users have to pay for the 
handpump water it is valued differently than water from the customary source and is less 
likely to be shared and exchanged.  Exchange systems are also impacted by rules 
preventing the sharing of handpump water with households who haven't paid their 
monthly water fee.   The tariffs required from water users turn water into a commodity - 
attached to cash rather than social relations and labor.   
 
Water from the handpump is associated with distrust, exclusion, and individualism, rather 
than the values of trust, solidarity, and reciprocity that characterize the water from the 
customary sources.   The handpumps create a dividing line between people - for some 
their lives improve, while others continue to suffer for water.  The exclusion of certain 
kinds of people from the handpump dilutes social solidarity and the sense of shared 
suffering felt before the handpumps.  At social events and rituals, however, the WC 
relaxes restrictions about how the handpump water can be exchanged and accessed.  The 
handpump water is integrated into the ceremonies a way that does not change the 
meaning and significance of the events, indicating that some practices are too important 
to be altered by the handpump.   
 
According to the development logic, water is used for either domestic or productive 
activities, and water is an economic good.  My research shows that these categories are 
narrow, and don't capture the full range of water uses or allow for the blending of 
spiritual, social, domestic, and productive uses of water that I observed. For example, 
bebidas (alcoholic drinks) are sold in markets, but they also play an important role in 
most social events, and they are exchanged for labor and food.  The handpump is 
designed to only serve minimum basic needs and thus neglects the multiple ways people 
use water in their lives.   
 
Water practices are strongly connected to place and embedded in social relations.  By 
treating water as simply an economic good, there is a high likelihood that water supply 
plans will increase social divisions and disrupt the intricate set of values and exchange 
systems built around water. Attention to culture, politics, and social aspects of life 
presents a much-needed change from development interventions that commonly ignore 
the context.  My research shows that local leadership structures, social exchange systems, 
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spiritual beliefs, norms of equity and fairness, livelihood patterns, and historical 
experiences with development are important factors that influence the way that people 
relate to water and development.   
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The "modern" approach to solving water problems, typically ignores the intangible 
aspects of water management - the perceptions, cultural traditions, beliefs, and norms that 
are so important to the success of a well functioning system (Boelens and Hoogendam, 
2002; Akpabio, 2011).  Following the political ecology approach, my research begins by 
documenting these dimensions of customary water management.  People in Nampula 
have managed their own water sources for centuries and devised long-term and 
sustainable systems of rights and responsibilities for governing them.  Customary water 
sources are open to all, and maintained and controlled informally by female water 
collectors.  Rules about how water can be used and accessed have evolved and adapted to 
change and are generally considered to be legitimate by water users. The rights and 
responsibilities associated with the customary water sources are intimately linked to 
social and cultural organization and embedded in shared notions of fairness and equity.  
 
There is considerable tension between the system of water management prescribed by the 
RWP and the local norms that regulate access at customary water sources.  This is 
unsurprising considering the same model is used for projects around the world, and 
nobody from the community had any input on the structure or rules associated with the 
management model.  Water planners assume that a democratically elected WC consisting 
of six men and six women is the best system for water management, without any 
attention to what forms of management work well in the existing system.  In addition, 
under this system the WC members are prohibited from receiving any compensation for 
the work they do.  My findings show that the romantic idea behind community-led 
management – that feelings of pride and ownership are enough to motivate the WC – is 
false in the majority of cases. WC members would like to be compensated for their 
services, and typically lose motivation to perform the full range of their duties within a 
year. 
 
The handpumps, installed by an external drilling firm, are associated with "development" 
and detached from the local meanings of water as a free gift from God that everyone has 
a right to.  At the handpumps, a privileged "insider" group (leaders and the WC) assumes 
control and regulates access.  The WC disrupts the balance between rights and 
obligations that is so important in the management of customary water sources.  The WC 
has the power to open and close the handpump and include or exclude certain groups.  
Water users who perceive that they lack rights at the handpump, feel little responsibility 
for cleaning and maintaining the handpump, as they do at the customary water sources.  
The tariff and cash contribution system ironically meant to instill a sense of community 
ownership, instead led some groups to feel that they were more legitimate owners than 
others.  In two of my five research communities, leaders paid the majority of community 
contribution and felt that they "owned" the handpump.  People without the ability to pay 
have no rights to the handpump water.   
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The rules imposed at the handpumps are not well understood or respected by water users.  
In my interviews with community members, I found that many people did not understand 
the significance of the monetary contribution, the need to pay monthly tariffs, the role of 
the water committee, or the links between drinking water and health. Many older people 
resented the fact that someone could control their water access and force them to pay for 
something that had been free their entire life.  Water users also complained about the WC 
locking the handpump during the middle of the day, unaware of the need for the aquifer 
to recharge. Misunderstandings around these issues led to conflicts between leaders, WC 
members and the general population, as well as low acceptance of the handpumps.  In 
some cases, the rules were modified when project implementers left.  Tariffs were not 
collected during certain times of the year and during the rainy season handpumps are 
often left open all day.  Water users who don't agree with the rules "steal" water when 
they haven't paid for it or insult WC members at the handpump.  In other cases, the 
handpump rules create more intractable problems based on existing social divisions in the 
communities. 
 
These outcomes speak to the need to understand and build from the existing water 
management systems (Akpabio, 2011).  The differences between the two systems can be 
understood using Cleaver's (2002) distinction of bureaucratic and social embedded 
institutions.  Bureaucratic institutions are formalized arrangements based on explicit 
organizational structures, contracts, and legal rights, introduced by governments or 
development organizations.  Socially embedded institutions are based on culture, social 
organization, and daily practice. As Boelens and Hoogendam (2002) warn, "Unless we 
understand the normative logic of peasant and indigenous' water management, we will 
fail to understand the causes of failure and the reasons for users' resistance that, often 
accompany intervention processes" (p.ix).  Management systems invented in Western 
offices and imposed on other contexts will have little chance taking root in the local 
normative structures.   
 
These findings align with research on common pool resources conducted in other fields.   
In her ground breaking research, the Nobel prize winning economist, Elinor Ostrom, 
(1990) draws on case studies from all over the world to challenge the "tragedy of the 
commons" arguments (Hardin, 1968).  She shows that groups can, under certain 
conditions, manage and use natural resources collectively and sustainably.  Ostrom found 
that the successful common property resources96 were monitored and sanctioned, "not by 
external authorities but by the participants themselves" (Ostrom, 1990 p.94). One 
example Ostrom (1999) provides comes from a farmer managed irrigation system in 
Nepal with strong, locally crafted rules as well as evolved norms.  In this case, Ostrom 
(1999) found that "the rules and norms that make an irrigation system operate well were 
not visible to external observers, and thus, the efforts by well-meaning donors to replace 
primitive, farmer-constructed systems with newly constructed, government owned 
systems reduced rather than improved performance" (p.280). 

                                                
96 Ostrom (1990) uses the term commonpool resources (CPRs) to refer to "resource systems regardless of the property 
rights involved. CPRs include natural and human constructed resources in which (i) exclusion of beneficiaries through 
physical and institutional means is especially costly, and (ii) exploitation by one user reduces resource availability for 
others" (p. 278).    
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In her research, Ostrom (1990; 1999) identifies several conditions that favor the 
sustainable use of common property resources.  Many of these conditions are present at 
the customary water sources and not at the handpump, for example:  congruence between 
rules and local conditions, trust and reciprocity in the group, conflict-resolution 
mechanisms, and self monitoring.  An improved approach to rural water planning would 
consider these conditions, and build from the accepted norms and practice of self 
monitoring at the customary water sources, rather than trying to create a "modern" 
parallel system.  
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This research deepens and extends the theoretical connections between water, gender 
roles, and identity.  My findings show how the categories 'women' and 'men' acquire 
meaning through routine practices carried out in specific places (Bondi and Davidson, 
2003 p.336). In Nampula, nearly all of women's everyday activities involve the use of 
water and it is through these water practices that they fulfill the expectations associated 
with Makhuwa gender roles.  According to both male and female respondents a "good 
wife" collects water for the family, works in the field with her husband, cleans her 
husband's clothes, washes her husband after sex, cooks her husband good meals, brings 
her husband bath water, and offers her husband drinking water when he returns to the 
house.  Nearly all these cultural definitions of what it means to be a "good wife" are tied 
closely to water.  Water is woven into the daily rhythms of women's lives and women 
spend most of their day in contact with water in some form.  Men's gender roles are less 
directly tied to water, but constructing a (Elabor-Idemudia) house for the family and 
helping to collect water are expected of a "good husband."  
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During the dry season, when water is distant and scarce, women have difficulties 
fulfilling the expectations associated with being a "good wife and mother."   Water 
collection responsibilities during the dry season, do not permit women to work in the 
field, cook proper meals for their families, bring their husbands bath water, and stay 
home to watch the children.  The "failure" to fulfill the expectations associated with 
being a "good wife and mother" cause women anxiety, guilt, and shame and also increase 
domestic conflicts. When water is scarce, women have to make difficult decisions about 
whether to bathe their children, wash clothes, or make another trip to the well.  There is 
no easy choice in this situation, and women often have to compromise their status as a 
wife or mother. 
 
Men and women experience water scarcity differently.   During the dry season, men are 
forced to reevaluate their notions of a "good wife."  Men would like their wives to be able 
to go to the field with them everyday and then stay at home tending to the children, 
cooking, and completing other domestic chores.  This ideal, however, is impossible when 
the long waits and distances to the water sources require women to spend most of the day 
outside the home.   Men worry about their wives being assaulted at the water source or 
sneaking off with a lover on their own volition.  In the dry season, men must go to the 
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fields alone, and in many cases, men also help collect water so that their wives can stay 
home with the children and cook.  By collecting their own water and bathing at the river 
men may sacrifice some status, but at least their wives are able to cook food for their 
families.   
 
These changes to gender roles during times of water scarcity illustrate one of the 
primarily questions my research contributes to:  How are social relations and gendered 
subjectivities reconfigured with changing water resources?  My research shows that 
gender is a process that changes over time and space and through development projects 
and environmental interactions (Schroeder, 1993; Carney, 1996; Nightingale, 2006; 
Sultana, 2009).  This perspective rejects dualistic constructs of gender and environment, 
and emphasizes the complexity and interconnectedness of ecological, economic, and 
cultural dimensions of environmental change (Rocheleau et al., 1996 p.289).   
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My research expands on the literature about how subjectivities are formed in relation to 
water, by drawing attention to the material and ecological spaces of water sites and 
connecting with literature in feminist geography on gendered space (Bondi and Davidson, 
2003; Sultana, 2009).  Gendered subjectivities are shaped, in part, by particular spaces 
where people spend a lot of time.  At the water sources differences in water availability, 
management models, and material structures "influence the ways that people negotiate 
their lives and sense of self" (Sultana, 2009 p.439).  My research provides an empirical 
example of how notions of gender differences produce the form, function, and meanings 
of particular spaces and are also enacted, negotiated, and transformed in these spaces 
(Massey, 1994).  
 
Consider the primary water source in Mecupus that consists of six open shallow wells  
each used for a different purpose.  Women collect water out of the single clear looking 
well used for drinking and cooking, while men are able to use any of the larger diameter 
wells because their activities, such as house building, typically don't depend on clean, or 
good tasting water.  Therefore, men don't spend time waiting in lines for drinkable water 
and can simply arrive at the water source, dunk their bucket and leave.  In this example, 
the material structure of the water site (water availability and the layout of the wells) 
interacts with perceptions of water quality and gender norms to determine what types of 
water men and women collect, how much time is spent at the wells, and what types of 
gendered interactions are possible at the site.  This case speaks to Paulson's (2000) 
conclusion that gender identities are acted out in a "continual interplay with his or her 
physical body and the social roles, norms and possibilities inscribed on the landscape” 
(p.127). 
 
There are significant differences with regard to the material space, access rights, and 
governance structures between the handpumps and customary water sites.  These 
differences have implications for the types of gendered behaviors and social interactions 
at the handpump.  At the handpumps, women do not have the same autonomy and 
authority that they enjoy at the customary water sites and find their behavior regulated by 
men and other women appointed as water monitors.  This is a result of the public nature 
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of the handpumps, the required tariffs, and the control exercised by the water committee 
over the handpumps.  The rules and normative boundaries, which regulate men's access 
to the wells and rivers, do not exist at the handpump.  The public nature of the sites also 
limits women's conversations about intimate household affairs and makes it impossible 
for women to bathe in the open as they did at the customary water sources.   
 
However, each of my five research sites is different:  in some communities men steer 
clear of the handpumps, and in others men are frequently present collecting water, 
hanging out, or supervising women's behaviors. The types of gendered interactions at the 
handpumps depend on:  local gender norms, the degree to which the source was private 
or public, the level and type of supervision at the handpumps, seasonality, and the 
presence of other infrastructure.   My findings in this area align with the conclusions from  
feminist geographers that gendered subjectivities are produced and negotiated "between" 
culturally based gender ideologies and particular spaces (Bondi and Davidson, 2003 
p.336).  Or as Sultana (2009)  writes, "gender relations are linked to the gender division 
of labor, norms, and rights, as well as the spatiality and materiality of different kinds of 
water" (p.428).  
 
While the original design of the handpumps reflects the expectations and norms of the 
developers, water users challenge and reinterpret these intended meanings.  In this 
contested process, water users inscribe the handpump with their own ideas of 
development and gender, and also reconfigure the physical structure of the handpump 
itself.  In Nampula, women ignore the rules and physical structures that are supposed to 
regulate their behavior and movement at the handpump.   For example, women disregard 
the rule about having no more than five people washing clothes at a time, and often wash 
their laundry at the handpump, resisting the spatial division of their activities intended by 
project implementers.  The fence that Cowater animators required all communities to 
build around their handpump was never built or torn down by women who were used to 
moving freely at the water source and doing all their activities in the same space. The 
casa de banho constructed near the handpump in Mecupus, provides another example.  
Men constructed the bathing hut, but it is used primarily by women and provides them a 
private space to talk and bathe when men are present at the handpump.  
 
In these examples, the water source is not a neutral, static, a priori background upon 
which gender can be understood - the water source is also constructed through changing 
social relations (Massey, 1994).  Through a series of interpretative acts people create 
unity between their lives and the material setting, and produce "material culture" - the 
"physical expression of the world in which we are" (Richardson, 1982 p.423).  As 
Richardson (1982) says, it is through this process, that people are no longer simply there 
physically; they are also "in-the world" (p.423). The active ways water users modify the 
space, shows that the handpump can be conceptualized as both a source and consequence 
of gender relations (Wajcman, 2010 p.143).   
 
The technology of the handpump and the new management model change the meanings 
of water collection and create an undefined space where men and women negotiate 
gender norms and behaviors.  The policing of water users by the male and female 
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members of the WC puts people in new roles of authority and dependence.  In the first 
year or two, after the construction of the handpumps, community members are still trying 
to figure out what the handpump means for them.  Men and women experiment with new 
ways of being masculine and feminine at the handpump in ways that redefine the 
associations of water with women and tradition.   
 
In most cases, men are more comfortable at the handpumps than the customary water 
sources because of the public location of the water points.  Compared to the customary 
water sources, the handpumps are also a more masculine technology. At the handpump, 
men can comfortably stand and pump water using a steel handle, rather than sitting on the 
ground leaning into a well with a calabash gourd. Both project implementers and local 
people associate "technology" with men:  men repair motorcycles, men construct latrines, 
and men maintain the handpump.   
 
However, women are the water collectors, and their use of the handpump challenges the 
taken for grated connection between men, technology and development (Crewe and 
Harrison, 1998).  Women comment that they like to use the handpump technology 
because it allows them to collect water and stay clean and beautiful - characteristics 
associated with both femininity and development.  Thus, the handpump technology 
affords new ways of demonstrating what it means to be a man or woman, and also 
changes the meaning of tasks (Wajcman, 2010).  My findings show that the gendering of 
spaces is never straightforward, and the process is negotiated over time (Bondi and 
Davidson, 2003). 
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Gender ideologies are intertwined with ideas about modernity and tradition that are 
reconfigured through the handpump project. There are multiple and often conflicting 
ideas about the handpump, but for most people it is a symbol of development and 
modernity - a perspective reinforced by messages delivered by project implementers.  
Through symbolic and material practices performed at the handpump men and women 
(re)define what it means to them to be modern and developed.   
 
As Escobar (1995) writes:  "Development fosters forms of subjectivity through which 
people come to recognize themselves as developed or undeveloped ( p.10). In Nampula, 
there is a common perception that handpump users are wealthier, cleaner, and more 
"developed"  (desenvolvidas) than the people who continue to use customary sources.  In 
contrast, regular handpump users describe those people who don't use the handpumps as 
"confused," "ignorant," or "pessoas não quer desenvolver" (people that don't want to 
develop) and "negam devenvovimento" (refuse development).  The way that people 
respond to the handpump is an indicator of how they feel about development and also 
connected to personal characteristics such as gender, age, wealth, and political affiliation.  
For a minority (especially older people and Renamo members), the handpump represents 
their exclusion from development, elite control, and the neglect of the government.   
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In his well known study Richardson (1982) describes people's interpretative responses to 
the material setting and the social significance of the market and plaza in Cartago, Costa 
Rica.  Richardson (1982) found that at the plaza people present themselves as being "on 
stage," and their dress and behavior take on a theatrical quality, while at the market 
people are "off stage" and have less concern with demonstrating that they are meeting 
certain standards (p.431).  I argue that the handpump and the wells offer a parallel 
comparison.   
 
The handpump acts as a stage where people can perform with their own notions of 
modernity and development.  Or, to paraphrase Richardson (1982), the handpump "is not 
simply there, like an object of nature, structuring our movements by its mere 
physicality…instead it assumes dramatistic qualities…and so becomes a 'scene', or better, 
an opened text, whose narrative we read even as we interact" (p.422). Women come to 
the handpump dressed up, with plastic buckets and publically, almost ostentatiously, 
clean their buckets and clothing with soap.  They demonstrate their wealth and allegiance 
to development by paying for the handpump and using soap.  Younger men are attracted 
to the handpump, at least initially, based on its association with development, money, and 
the outside world that they want to belong to.  Teenage boys hang out at the handpump in 
Mecupus with their bikes and radios and flirt with the young girls.  By incorporating the 
material setting into everyday behaviors it becomes a material image of emerging 
interpretations and social interactions (Richardson 431).  At the well, where people are 
"off stage" social interactions are more "natural" and there is not a "public" to impress.  
 
The handpump opens up a new space to perform ideas about gender and development, it 
is through the movement between the handpump and the customary source that notions of 
identity are negotiated.  In this process, men and women can pick and choose from the 
symbols and meanings of masculinity/femininity, and tradition/ modernity attached to 
each site.   
 
Notions of "development" and modernity are also passed on to community groups 
through the development encounter.  In the training exercises conducted by the Cowater 
animators, there is a clear separation between activities considered to be modern and 
traditional.  For example, in the participatory card sorting activity conducted with the 
WC, images of women cleaning their clothing at the well, not washing their buckets with 
soap, and bathing at the well are put in the pile of "bad sanitation behaviors."  Cowater 
animators sell the handpump water as the gateway to beauty, cleanliness, and hygiene.   
The implication is that without the handpump, it is not possible to be a "modern" 
woman/household.   
 
This finding compliments O'Reilley's (2006) study of an NGO water project in Rajasthan, 
India.  She found that the NGO administering the project understood the need to "make 
women modern" in order to fulfill the aims of the project.  Towards this goal, women 
were given new responsibilities, enrolled in hygiene trainings, organized into groups, and 
taught to accept the institutionalized water payments. As O’Reilly (2006) discovers, “a 
particular type of woman is needed to utilize, conserve and appreciate improved water 
most effectively" (p.969).   
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The outcomes noted by O'Reilley were similar to those I saw in Nampula.  Men and 
women have their own notions of modernity and tradition that do not necessarily align 
with the associations made by development workers.  Women discarded many of the 
improved sanitation behaviors taught to them by the Cowater animators, but also 
incorporated new lessons into their lives that were seen as practical and connected to their 
own notions of development.  The struggle over different definitions of modernity and 
tradition through development projects thus leads to new meanings about water and 
women (O'Reilly, 2006).  
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My research contributes to a significant gap in the literature by describing what happens 
at the water sources and women's perceptions of the time they spend there.  Customary 
water sites are typically ignored or devalued by development workers in their goal of 
minimizing the time people spend collecting water and increasing the number of people 
using improved/modern sources.  Women's own perceptions are not part of the discourse.  
Water development planners regard the customary water sources as dirty, traditional sites 
of suffering and oppression, while the handpumps are perceived as modern technologies 
that reduce drudgery and emancipate women.   
 
My research challenges these interpretations by describing the wide range of important 
activities that occur at the customary water sources and the value of the water sources for 
women. Women value the customary water sources as sites of social gathering, 
information exchange, and shared domestic work.  The wells and rivers are spaces where 
women have considerable autonomy and control and bonding takes place 
between communities and generations. At the water site, "domestic" activities, such as 
washing clothes, cleaning dishes, and bathing become shared social activities.  In 
addition to domestic activities, water sources are also places of socialization for girls, 
sites of spiritual and healing rituals, and places where livelihood activities are performed. 
 
Inverting the connection made in development between "traditional" water sites and 
women's oppression, it is possible to see the customary water sites as women's spaces of 
control, autonomy, and even resistance.  Women describe water sources as a refuge from 
marital conflicts, and a place where they can gossip and complain about their husbands 
with other women.  The water site is a space where women can freely be together, to 
bathe, converse, laugh, and share their stories.  Secluded water sources also allow women 
to leave the house with the excuse of collecting water to rendezvous with their lovers.   
 
As Maria Elisa Christie (2006) concludes in her study about kitchenspace: "As long as 
feminists look for women's participation and power in places where they are not, and 
ignore the less visible, accessible, or 'desirable' places where they are, research is more 
likely to reflect our own ideological positions than the reality of women's lives and 
spaces around the world" (p.659).  The water site is one of the traditional and informal 
spaces of women's work, control, and pleasure that is typically ignored or devalued by 
development workers and feminist scholars alike.  My research shows that women’s 
place in social life comes not from what they do in a direct sense, but from the meaning 
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their activities acquire through concrete social interactions (Rosaldo, 1980).   
 
I do not wish to romanticize the task of water collection.  My observations show that the 
water sites are not always spaces of women's freedom and control.  I know that women 
would like to spend fewer hours of their day collecting water and during the dry season 
women are physically and emotionally exhausted by the task of collecting water and 
completing their other household chores.  Conflicts between women at the water source 
are also common during the dry season, and the secluded nature of the water sources 
makes solitary women or young girls vulnerable to sexual assault.  The rape of a young 
girl at the river in Namanhipiri illustrates the fact that the gender boundaries at the water 
sites are permeable and not always respected.   
 
These findings, however, do not negate the positive aspects of the water sources for 
women, and simply speak to the need to look more closely at what may be lost and 
gained in the transition to "modern" water access for women.  Women are reluctant to 
give up the time they spend at the customary water sources and even regular handpump 
users continue to use customary water sources for bathing and washing clothes.  The 
handpump does not provide women with the privacy and social time to be with other 
women, and thus compliments, but does not replace customary water sources.  
Understanding how women use the customary sources and what aspects of the experience 
they value and which they would like to change could go a long way in designing water 
projects that are more beneficial and accepted by women.   
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One of my initial research questions was whether the handpump challenged or reinforced 
gender roles.  This question came out of a review of water projects mentioning women's 
empowerment.  According to the empowerment logic, water projects empower women 
either by freeing up their time so they can enter income generating activities, or  
increasing their confidence, capacity, and skills through participation activities (trainings, 
decision making, labor, or financial contributions, etc). The empowerment of women in 
the water sector is premised on the idea of challenging the traditional division of labor, by 
reallocating women’s reproductive labor (collecting water) into more productive / 
economic roles (UNDESA, 2005).  An important criteria for empowerment is whether the 
intervention allowed women to challenge their traditional gender roles (Kabeer, 1999).  I 
approached this question by looking at how the gender division of labor was impacted by 
the handpump. 
 
I found that the handpumps do not change the fact that water collection is still perceived 
by local people as women's work.  With the handpumps, men do not play a larger role in 
water collection, and in some cases, men collect less water because their help in the 
household is no longer as necessary.  Another reason for men's low involvement with 
water collection at the handpump is that men are more likely to collect water for non-
domestic activities (house building, gardening, livestock), but many communities prohibit 
the use of handpump water for these activities.  These findings contribute to a neglected 
area of research by showing how men's work is impacted by improved water access.  My 
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research supports Arku's (2010) work in Ghana that indicates men's work decreases with 
improved water access, rather than increases as Crow (2012) found in Kenya.   
 
The women who use the handpump have more time to use in ways that they choose.  In 
general, women use this free time to care for their families, socialize with other women, 
rest, and farm with their husbands.   Women were content to do a better job in their roles 
as mothers and wives, and did not prioritize earning more income - as the development 
literature presumes.  Being able to fulfill the societal expectations for a Makhuwa woman 
brings women relief and pride.  Relations between couples who use the handpump also 
improve, and men and women report that marital conflicts related to water scarcity also 
diminish.  For their part, men are grateful that their wives spend more time at home and 
they didn't have to worry about them sneaking off with another man on their way to the 
water source.  In sum, women choose to spend more time doing activities classified as 
"traditional" by development workers because they reinforce established gender roles. 
 
What about the path to empowerment through participation?  As the logic goes, women's 
participation in development projects can improve their capacity, skills, and confidence, 
and provide them with their opportunity to challenge their assigned gender roles.  The 
RWP did not provide spaces for either men or women to be meaningfully involved in 
decision making, and all the critical decisions about the project were made before the 
community was ever consulted.  The only women who participated in any type of 
decision making about the RWP, were the six women on the WC, for everyone else their 
"participation" consisted of paying the monthly tariffs.   
 
The gender approach of the RWP was reduced to ensuring that the WC had an equal 
number of men and women.  Except for a couple of exceptions where women did take 
leadership roles, men were the Presidents of the WCs and made most of the decisions in 
the communities I studied.   Forcing a gender balanced WC model did little to promote 
empowerment or gender equity in the project.   Even a senior Cowater representative 
questioned the gender approach:  "If we put 6 men and 6 women on the water committee 
is this gender equity?  Or is it just giving women more work?  Should women be on the 
water committee if they don't want to?"   
 
The six women on the WCs may have learned some new information about hygiene and 
sanitation, and perhaps improved their confidence voicing their opinion in a public 
setting, but their participation offered them limited opportunities to improve their lives 
and develop new capacities.  Women were offered no trainings in literacy, numeracy, or 
leadership skills (Cowater, 2009), despite the fact that women in general had low 
capacity in these areas relative to men and these skills were important to their roles on the 
WC.   Furthermore, the workload of both men and women on the WC increased 
dramatically without any compensation.   
 
My findings align with the research Tina Wallace (2003) conducted in India and Nepal 
that show “the skills and experience women might have gained from their involvement in 
trainings or construction of the water project were not found to enable women to 
challenge their assigned water-related roles" (p.9).  This is not the only study to challenge 
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the straight forward benefits of water projects for women (Jordans and Zwarteveen, 1997; 
Joshi and Fawcett, 2001; Moriarty and Butterworth, 2003; Coles and Wallace, 2005; 
Brouwer and Nhassengo, 2006; Faures and Santini, 2008; Goldin et al., 2008).  The 
failures to achieve positive benefits for women through water projects, can be attributed 
to poorly designed and implemented gender approaches, and also to a set of values and 
practices motivating gender approaches that are distant from the local realities and 
priorities of men and women.  
 
While the RWP appears to reinforce, rather than challenge gender roles, these two 
categories do not adequately capture the range of men's and women's responses to the 
handpump or allow for different interpretations of behaviors.  The RWP did not 
fundamentally challenge the prevailing gender division of labor in the household, but it 
did change the meanings and values associated with water practices.   Men and women 
experience the task of water collection at the handpumps differently than they do at the 
customary water sources. The handpumps open up new spaces for men and women to 
creatively play with meanings and identities.  Some of the behaviors at the handpumps 
align with established gender norms, while others push at the borders of what was 
previously acceptable.   
 
The negotiation of gender roles is a daily practice, where the possibilities change over 
time and with development projects, environmental changes, and economic incentives. 
Before the handpump, women also negotiated gender relations through water practices, 
and were not simply confined to "traditional" roles.  For example, a woman can show her 
dissatisfaction with her husband by refusing to collect water for his bath or cook for him.  
Thus, gender roles are a moving target, and it is not possible to freeze women in their 
"traditional" roles to evaluate how the handpump changes their lives. 
 
The goal of challenging gender roles also raises some critical philosophical questions:  
Should a water project aim to challenge gender roles?  What if women are happy in their 
current roles?  Can women be empowered in their "traditional" roles?  Or as Cornwall 
(2003) asks, "What if, when women raise their voices, they do so to affirm ideals of 
femaleness that feminists might think of as "gender oppressive?" (p.1330). These 
questions "cut to the heart of the tensions between the feminist agenda of GAD and the 
emphasis on participation… and supporting people's rights to make and shape the 
decisions affecting their lives" (Cornwall, 2003 p.1330). 
 
Some feminists may argue that women's "choices" to spend their free time in domestic or 
social activities speak to their lack of opportunities to enter other economic or political 
roles.  While there are some structural conditions that limit women's ability to engage in 
"productive" activities, I maintain that women's decisions about how to spend their time 
make perfect sense within their own value system.  Women's choices also cannot be 
simply dismissed with reference to "false consciousness."  Women strategically make 
choices within the range of possibilities that are valued and tenable - choices that allow 
them maximum room to maneuver without disrupting critical alliances with other women 
and men. 
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My research shows the Western vision of the self reliant, educated, and economically 
independent women is not what motivates women in Nampula.  Makhuwa women find 
satisfaction and dignity in their roles as mothers and wives and see their life in relation to 
the spiritual world and their nihimo (family lineage) - dimensions that do not figure 
prominently in Western feminist and development models.  Although the women I 
interviewed appeared to be content in their roles as mothers and wives, members of the 
younger generation will probably be interested in entering other roles. Along with Kabeer 
(2000),  I believe that it important to “distinguish between forms of change which have 
been prioritized in the feminist and developmental literature and forms of change valued 
by those whose lives an intervention is seeking to transform” (p.81).  As Kabeer (1999) 
contends without some knowledge of “the ways of being and doing which are realizable 
and valued by women in that context” the results of an intervention on women’s lives 
cannot be predicted (p.462).   
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The RWP is based on a series of assumptions about men's and women's roles, priorities 
and relationships that originate in a Western development context (Table 9.3.0).   In the 
planning documents women are represented as traditional and passive subjects who bear 
the full burden of water scarcity.  Gender, is typically equated to women, and social 
relationships between men and women are neglected in the development perspective.  My 
research contributes to the literature on gender roles in Africa by drawing attention to the 
complexity of social relationships in a specific context.  This description provides an 
alternative perspective to the depictions of African women in development as powerless 
and traditional, and African men as the violent oppressors of African women (Mohanty, 
1988; Kisiang'ani, 2004). 
 
I found that men and women often make decisions together and relationships tend to be 
characterized by cooperation, mutual support, and respect. While gender based violence 
and male dominance in specific areas are real issues for women, there is certainly more 
cooperation and respect between men and women than is commonly depicted in the 
development literature.   Women also resist, negotiate, and exercise agency in the face of 
development and patriarchal practices that don't suit their interests.  In relation to water, I 
show that both men and women suffer for water during the dry season, and men help 
collect water when needed.  These findings contrast with the familiar picture of an 
isolated woman burdened by water collection advanced on the websites of development 
organizations.   
 
My research draws attention to spaces of women’s autonomy, creativity, and agency in 
social, political, economic, and spiritual life.  By highlighting the power women have in 
their "traditional" roles, my research shows that for women "the past is not simply one of 
"oppression," nor is the future an obvious "progression" (Arnfred, 1988). Women in 
Mozambique may have a lot to gain from development, but they have something to lose 
as well (Anfred 1988). 
 
The analytical frames and categories used to understand the lives of women have real 
political effects (Mohanty, 1988). In Nampula, gender roles and relations are shaped by 
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local interactions and meanings, and also created through a power infused process 
whereby particular "ways of seeing" women and men and tradition and modernity are 
inscribed into policies, trainings, and the handpump itself.  The perspective of women 
(and men) as knowledgeable actors capable of pursuing development on their own terms 
helps deconstruct stereotypes of "Third World women," and also has real implications for 
development (Kisiang'ani, 2004).  
 
Table 9.3.0:  Assumptions and realities about women and gender made in relation to the RWP. 
 
Development assumption Reality 
Women bear the full 
burden of water scarcity 

Water collection responsibilities depend on gender, family structure, 
age, health, and the distance to the water site 
Men and women collect different kinds of water and use water 
differently  
Men help their wives collect water when needed 
Men experience water scarcity differently, but also "suffer"  

The task of water 
collection is oppressive for 
women 

The water source is a highly valued social place for women 
Women have considerable control and autonomy at the customary 
water sites 
 

Women will use the time 
savings from improved 
water access to enter new 
economic activities and 
earn money 

In general, women use time savings for domestic activities, resting, 
socializing and farming 
Women are, for the most part, content in their roles as mothers and 
wives, and are not primarily motivated to earn money 
Women are already involved in economic activities that provide 
them with the cash they need  

All women have the same 
priorities, interests, and 
needs in relation to water 

Differences between women based on age, religion, political 
affiliation, and geography influence their interests in water projects 
 

All women want to, and 
have the ability, to use the 
handpump 

The majority of women are unable to use the handpumps due to 
their distance to the handpumps, affordability constraints, or their 
political affiliation 
Some women, (especially elderly women), are resistant to using the 
handpumps and satisfied with their current water situation 
Even the women who regularly use the handpumps continue to use 
the customary water sites for some activities  

Women are stuck in 
oppressive and traditional 
roles 

Women's roles are flexible, adapt to new circumstances, and have 
changed during different historical periods 
Women are satisfied and proud of their roles as mothers and wives 
Most women are engaged in some type of income generating 
activity 

Women are powerless and 
lack control in community 
decision making 

Women have considerable power in many aspects of political, 
social, and spiritual life  
The apimuene, (the female lineage head), exercises power 
alongside the muene (the male lineage head) 
Under the matrilineal and matrilocal system women enjoy a central 
place in society 

Men's and women's 
relationships are unequal, 
and men are the 
oppressors of women 

In general, marital relationships are characterized by respect and 
cooperation  
Divorce is relatively easy, and women are able to dissolve a 
marriage that is not working for them 
Most household decisions are made mutually 
The hardships women identify in their lives are related to poor 
health and water scarcity, not patriarchy 
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The primary goal of my dissertation was to understand the impacts of the handpump 
project from the perspectives of men and women in Nampula.  However, I didn't 
anticipate the range of perspectives and impacts I would encounter in each community. 
As I said at the beginning, a reader looking for a simple conclusion about the impacts of 
the RWP will be disappointed. The costs and benefits of the project depend on who you 
talk to and what categories are used to measure benefits. The benefits achieved by 
households depend on their distance to the handpump, political affiliation, and ability to 
afford the monthly tariffs.  Within every RWP community there are the dejected, and 
sometimes indignant, voices of the people who have not benefited from the project in any 
way, alongside the proud and enthusiastic reactions from other residents.  Then there is 
everyone in the middle, who has benefited in some small way, but is not altogether 
satisfied with the project. The difference between success and failure is not so great as it 
is often made to look in stylized development reports, and the benefits are not shared 
evenly across the population.   
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What is clear is that the majority of people in each community do not use the handpumps. 
The median size of communities targeted by the RWP was approximately 1,750 people.  
Although the project was planned at a community level, the handpump technology and 
associated rules, make it possible for only 240 people to collect enough water for their 
basic needs in one day.97  Thus, the decision to locate one handpump in the middle of a 
large and dispersed community limits the community benefits and exacerbates social 
divisions between people.   The "insiders," those households that live near the handpump, 
belong to the right political party, and can afford to use the handpumps receive the 
benefits, while the "outsiders" lose out.   
 
Decisions about whether to use the handpumps are not made following the "rational 
economic" logic that development workers presume.  I found people make choices based 
on a complex range of factors, such as the distance to the handpump, cash on hand, their 
age, their relationships to the water committee members and leaders, and their 
perceptions of, and experiences with, development.  Most people, however, did want to 
use the handpump, but could not do so due to one of the access restrictions.  The use of 
the handpumps is also highly seasonal.  During the rainy season few households used the 
handpumps because customary sources were available near their houses, and in the dry 
season, there were often long lines at the handpump.  Decision-making thus cannot be 
isolated from the wider social and historical context that influences it in often 
unpredictable and complex ways.  It is critical that water planners understand the 
incentives and motivations people have to use an improved water source and what factors 
may restrict access for certain groups of people.   

                                                
97 This calculation assumes: 1) the handpump is only open for 8 hours a day; 2) one bucket takes 2 minutes 
to fill up; and 3) and each person needs 20 liters a day.!
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How do the people who do use the handpumps describe the impacts it has on their lives?  
Handpump users are glad that they have water closer to their house that is good to drink 
and doesn't make them sick.  Additional benefits mentioned by handpump users include 
improved marital relations, reduced work burden, cleanliness, security, conflict reduction, 
positive self image, and an easing of children's suffering. Having access to more clean 
water allowed men and women to bathe more frequently and for men it was a form of 
progress and status to be able to take a bath in their home. Beauty for Makhuwa men and 
women, is closely tied to cleanliness, and many respondents reported that the handpump 
water, unlike the river water, leaves their skin soft and smooth. Clothing washed with 
water from the handpump is also reported to be cleaner and smell better. Parents often 
focused on the benefits of the handpumps for their children.  They were relieved and 
thankful that their children no longer had to "suffer" carrying water all day and could 
easily collect water in the morning and then attend school.    
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My research reveals that there are significant differences in the way the MCC and local 
residents view the costs and benefits of the RWP.  This is an important contribution 
because academics, policy makers, and development implementers generally assume that 
the reported impacts of a project represent "the truth" and reflect the opinions of the 
"beneficiaries."  The way each actor understands the impacts is tied to their values, 
ideologies, and objectives.  The MCC measures impacts from a narrow economic 
standpoint, while local perceptions of project impacts are more likely to be tied to family 
well-being, social relations, and work burden.  The implicit assumption in the 
development approach is that only activities that are "productive" and contribute income 
are beneficial.  By defining progress from the Western perspective, women (and men) are 
denied the agency to make decisions for themselves, according to their own value system.   
 
In the cost-benefit model all the costs are borne by project implementers and all the 
benefits are borne to the beneficiaries, without considering possible negative impacts of 
the project borne to community members.  The fact that the handpumps increased 
inequality and created conflicts between groups is not captured in any way by economic 
models.  Another "cost" not included in the impact evaluations are negative boreholes.  
There were at least 100 communities that did not receive a handpump after forming a 
WC, participating in trainings, raising the community contribution, and selecting sites for 
the handpump.  These communities were left to suffer their own fate and have little 
chance of receiving a water project in the future.  Impacts are not assessed in these 
communities; although, the borehole failures create a lot of misunderstanding, which 
often leads to accusations of witchcraft and conflicts.   
 
The ERR (economic rate of return) model that guides decision making in the MCC 
doesn't account for the full range of costs and benefits and is based on a number of 
incorrect assumptions.  The ERR model is calculated based on a 20 year life span of the 
handpumps; although, there is no monitoring or support offered to promote sustainability 
when the Compact ends and most handpumps in the area stop functioning in fewer than 
five years.  Sustainability is not assessed by project implementers after the project ends, 
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but it is a major issue for the community members who are left to figure out how to repair 
the handpumps and raise money for new parts themselves. The ERR model also 
drastically overestimates the number of users and the economic benefits from time 
savings and health.  My research shows that were it possible to monetize the actual time 
savings and health benefits, the economic benefits of the RWP would probably not 
exceed the costs.  The health impacts of the project are limited due to the seasonal use of 
the handpumps and the economic benefits achieved from time savings are minimal due to 
the way people choose to spend their free time.  If this conclusion is accepted, it means 
that the criteria by which rural water projects are justified needs to be revised. 
 
What would it look like if the RWP was designed and evaluated according to local values 
and needs, using locally conceived notions of success?   My research reveals some 
categories of costs and benefits that are not considered in the ERR or standard impact 
evaluations.   Indicators of success could be designed to more closely reflect locally 
meaningful outcomes.  For example, indicators could include physical exertion, 
emotional pain, safety and security, pleasure and enjoyment, cleanliness, lack of worry, 
expansion of freedom/liberty/choice, and time for social activities, resting, farming, and 
family.   

a7D&K-"+&I%*+&I/'*:b&
 
The failure of the RWP to achieve the benefits expected by development planners has a 
number of causes. However, the fundamental problem was the imposition of a standard 
technical approach and economic model on a specific social, political, economic, and 
historical place.  The technology choice and community management model adopted by 
the RWP did not make sense in the context of Nampula, and from the start, narrowed the 
possible benefits achievable from the project.  The project was essentially designed on a 
blank slate imbued with Western assumptions about how "Third World communities" 
function.  The approach towards community participation, decision making, and gender 
and women was not implemented as described in the development reports and relied on 
incorrect presumptions about "community," local decision making processes, and the 
priorities of men and women.    
 
The RWP in Nampula is not unique in its approach or outcomes.    The same basic plans 
are used all over the world, and in the planning reports it is possible to substitute 
Nampula for the name of any other region in Africa, or indeed in any other developing 
country.  Development is characterized by a "common discourse and the same way of 
defining 'problems,' a common pool of 'experts,' and a common stock of expertise" 
(Ferguson, 1994 p.8).  In Africa the handpump and water committee model is the 
dominant approach to rural water supply projects, and the policy discourses all emphasize 
demand responsive planning, community participation, and attention to women/gender.   
 
I found that while the approaches related to community participation and women are 
carefully written into the planning documents, they are not meaningfully addressed in 
practice.  People had no choice about what type of water technology or management 
structure best suited their needs, and women and the general population did not 
participate in ways that inspired empowerment or promoted long term sustainability.  
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Community decision making in the planning stages was limited by the principle of 
"standardization" the RWP adhered to. Considering the size and dispersed nature of 
houses in Nampula, the single handpump installed in most communities could not serve 
all the residents or even provide time savings benefits for the 500 people located nearby, 
as expected in the ERR model. The rigid, standardized model adopted by the RWP also 
neglects community priorities and the ways people actually use water.  
 
Like most water projects, over 90% of the budget for the RWP was devoted to 
infrastructure construction.  This allocation of resources provides little money for doing 
the initial work necessary to understand communities and their preferences for improved 
water services.  The focus on infrastructure also leaves few resources for government 
capacity building and post-construction support, which creates a lot of uncertainty about 
the sustainability of the handpumps over the long term.  One high-level director in the 
rural water sector acknowledged this problem and explained that he would personally like 
to allocate more of the project funds towards building a sustainable foundation for water 
projects, but that the political pressure to construct as many water points as possible 
inhibits such a redistribution of resources.  Based on a short-term perspective, there is no 
direct benefit to spending more money on pre or post construction activities - these 
activities use up resources that could be put towards constructing more water points.  As 
Tendler (1975) persuasively argues, these types of decisions occur because "of perfectly 
rational individual responses to organizational configurations-and not . .. [because] 
decisions are made in ignorance, or despite knowledge that they contradict policy goals" 
(p. 94).  
 
I am certainly not the first person to argue that the failure to adapt a development plan to 
the local context led to a poorly designed project that did not achieve its expected 
impacts.  Since the early 1990's aspects a new development approach based on local 
knowledge, participation, and community based solutions have been mainstreamed in 
development strategies.  Yet, even though the development discourse has shifted to 
respond to critical voices and ongoing challenges, the same problems are repeated time 
and time again.  In Nampula, I wondered how it was possible that development 
practitioners could be ignorant of the local context, given the wide range of literature 
about Nampula, the historical knowledge basis in the water sector, and the experiences 
many of the project implementers had working in rural Mozambique?   
 
I provide one explanation to these questions by examining the organizational cultures 
(physical setting, systems of ideas, incentives, practices, and values) that the different 
actors in the RWP operate within.  I argue that the particular organizational cultures of 
each actor influence the way they see the world and structure their incentives and 
decision-making processes.  The development encounter is, thus, a complex network of 
alliances and hierarchies between actors involved in a single development project who 
pursue different, and sometimes competing, goals in separate value-laden, social, and 
historical organizational cultures. Misunderstandings and distrust develop in the gulf 
between the actors' different worldviews.  In the simplest form, the development 
encounter is about the tension between the developers' technocratic and bureaucratic 
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system of knowledge and practices and the social and cultural actualities of everyday life 
of the "beneficiaries." 
 
The clash of these different world views helps to explain the wide divergence between 
the impacts perceived by the MCC and local people, and the gulf between what was 
expected to happen and what actually happened in the RWP.  While it is often solely the 
local culture that is scrutinized when an explanation is sought for what went wrong, my 
research moves up and down the hierarchy of development actors to explore how 
decision making at different levels, is shaped by organizational culture.  
 
The MCC/MCA staff members must think at a very large scale, deal with multifaceted 
political pressures, and coordinate a wide range of contractors in Mozambique.  At the 
international level, high-level reporting is demanded, in terms of the number of people 
with access to water points, the economic benefits, and the total number of water systems 
constructed.  These are the numbers that are reported to Congress to show that the 
investment has been worthwhile.  The MCC justifies and funds projects based on an 
economic logic that leaves out social issues and creates a myopic view of success.  
Within the economic model there is no space to consider how well accepted the project 
is, how the benefits are distributed within communities, or if the project will be 
sustainable five years later.  In the end, the MCC/MCA is accountable only for spending 
the money and constructing 600 water points. The incentive structure in international aid 
organizations is such that quantity is valued over quality and promotions take place based 
on how efficiently people move money (Tendler, 1975).  
 
There are also unstated, higher-level objectives that drive the MCC, like all US 
development organizations. The goal of achieving economic growth is often tied closely 
to neoliberal economic and political prescriptions (Soederberg, 2004).  The criteria that 
countries must fulfill to qualify for a MCA Compact explicitly requires economic and 
political freedom, and many critical scholars have highlighted the role of the MCC in 
furthering the neoliberal agenda (Soederberg, 2004; Mawdsley, 2007). Geopolitical goals 
and security strategies are, of course, also factors driving development agendas.   
 
These high level explanations have received little attention thus far, and I only refer to 
them now to make the point that reducing poverty may not be the only goal, or even the 
most important goal, of the MCC and its employees.  This type of analysis sheds some 
light on why the project was so poorly designed in the first place.  Large, technology 
dependent projects, like the MCC Compact, are preferred because they "move money," 
make extensive use of American imports, and create political and economic ties between 
countries (Tendler, 1975).  I will not, however, dig deeper into this issue now, and am 
more interested in the organizational culture that structures development plans and 
interactions. 
 
The knowledge that most development planners have of their "target group" is developed 
through what Ferguson refers to as a "dominant problematic or interpretive grid" 
(Ferguson, 1994 p.xxiii).  This interpretive grid filters information through its technical 
and bureaucratic structures, producing what is accepted by development practitioners as a 
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neutral and factual account of the world (Ferguson, 1994).  The majority of development 
organizations share the same discourses and assumptions about “community,” local 
priorities, leadership structures, and needs for water.   
 
The texts produced by development organizations have a standard form, and rely on a 
narrow range of concepts and categories to explain complex social processes.  The 
resulting understandings - based on models, formulas, matrices, codes, and tools - present 
a view of reality that is highly abstracted from the social context.  Most development 
planners are engineers or economists with years of training aimed at reducing social 
complexity to manageable categories. Considering the way that information is collected 
and produced by development organizations, it is no surprise that the RWP was based on 
a series of incorrect assumptions about people and society in Nampula.   
 
Development planner's preconceptions have real material effects, manifested in the 
physical structure, community based approach, and objectives of the RWP.  The idealized 
views of community that inform the rural water approach blind project planners to the 
political, social, and distributional problems in communities.  If a community is 
perceived as a harmonious place, where everyone has the same interests, conflicts and the 
differential impacts of the handpump, are unlikely to be seen. I found that people define 
communities in various ways, and that the RWP takes place in a contested political and 
social environment and soon becomes (unwittingly) enmeshed in pre-exiting conflicts. 
 
The Cowater animators typically have a good understanding of these social issues, but 
consider political issues to be outside the jurisdiction of water projects and programs.  
Although local politics are crucial in determining who has access and control of the 
handpumps, project implementers hide behind their romantic assertion that "water is for 
everyone" and "not a thing of the party."  Local politics fall in one of the lines of thought, 
which are, if not actually forbidden, at any rate profoundly unhelpful in the discourse of a 
"development" agency (Ferguson, 1994 p.68).  In Lesotho, James Ferguson (1994) also 
observed the same apparent blindness I saw between development actors at all levels.  He 
shows that this "blindness" is not related to ignorance or deceit, but rather the 
"explanation lies rather in another social fact; namely, that the project, by its nature, was 
not equipped to play the political game it suddenly found itself in the midst of" 
(Ferguson, 1994 p.226).  This conclusion speaks to a fundamental contradiction of 
development - on one hand it is supposed to bring about social change (at the community, 
household and individual levels), yet at the same time it is supposed to "stay out of 
politics" - and in fact have a strong de-politicizing function" (Ferguson, 1994 p.226).   
 
As Ferguson (1994) argues, "It is only natural that people who are entrusted with the task 
of producing acceptable development discourse as a major part of their jobs should 
develop an ability to accumulate the kind of information that will be of use in 
constructing that discourse, while ignoring or even resisting the sort that would 
complicate the task" (p.245).  Whether development organizations ignore power relations 
and politics or not these issues will affect the success of the project. The unacknowledged 
social world does not sit quietly back waiting to be addressed; at each phase of the project 
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cycle the community culture interacts with developers' plans, challenging the idea of 
development as a scientific and neutral process. 
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My research breaks down the simple dichotomy between oppositional sets of 
development actors, showing that there are both overlapping interests and tensions 
between the goals of the different actors, and also mid-level project implementers that 
bridge the divide between the community and MCC/MCA staff.  The Cowater animators, 
more than any other group, are responsible for translating between the technical 
development paradigm and the complex community realities.  They typically have 
training in technocratic development procedures, but most have also spent long periods of 
time in rural communities experiencing water scarcity first hand.   
 
Although the Cowater animators often have personal ties with people in the RWP 
communities, their jobs are evaluated using the technical indicators valued by 
development organizations.  There is little incentive for Cowater animators to address 
issues that do not appear in their reporting forms.  These standard forms are highly 
technical and literally offer no space for recording social processes.  Bureaucratic 
processes like these reporting requirements precondition interactions between the 
Cowater animators and community members and marginalize local ways of knowing.   
 
The development encounters between high and low level actors are like carefully 
orchestrated skits where each group performs the roles expected of them, and tries to 
please the group who evaluates their performance.  The community members are quite 
aware of what they should say and how they should act in these encounters, and realize 
that if they don't conform to the developers' expectations they will not receive a water 
project.  In the brief and highly orchestrated development encounters there is rarely space 
for either group to learn about the other in a real way, or ask the critical questions that 
could improve the RWP design and approach. 
 
The hierarchy of the development actors and the geographic distance between them also 
makes it difficult for information to pass between the actors in any form besides highly 
stylized technical reports.  There is a lack of openness about the challenges faced by the 
RWP "on the ground" and community level issues do not make their way to the desks of 
the MCC unless they have to do with contracts or other technical elements.  The gap 
between policy and practice is thus related to the inability to translate between different 
systems of knowledge and the lack of appropriate communication channels and spaces 
for these types of conversations.  My findings are not simply anecdotal; they are 
entrenched in systemic institutional processes.   
 
I do not wish to imply that the worldviews of the development organizations and local 
people are inherently, or always, irreconcilable.  Nampula is not an unsullied, traditional 
culture - rural people have been exchanging cultural practices, material goods, tools, 
music, languages, and expressions with people outside of Africa for over 1,000 years.  
The pervasive influence of the development discourse in newspapers, radio 
announcements, and the speeches of government officials, also appears in the language of 
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people in the most remote villages. Community members share some of the same goals as 
development planners, but also have their own versions of development that they pursue 
when development workers turn their back. 
 
Similarly, development planners and implementers are not part of "a monolithic 
enterprise, heavily controlled on top, convinced of the superiority of its own wisdom and 
impervious to local knowledge or indeed common-sense experience, a single gaze or 
voice which is all-powerful and beyond influence" (Grillo and Stirrat, 1997 p.20).  As my 
interviews revealed, development practitioners at all levels encounter contradictions 
between their bureaucratic procedures and the local social realties, and often become 
frustrated with the "way development works."  In informal interviews, development 
workers often said very different things than they wrote in their official reports.  These 
are well-intentioned people who want to improve people's lives, but find their language 
and decision making capacity bound by a set of procedural and discursive categories 
valued in their organizational culture.   
 
Despite the range of personal ideologies development practitioners bring to the 
enterprise, the texts produced by development organizations are written in a standard way 
that solidifies the development discourse and conceals these personal contradictions.  
Knowledge is power, and the claim to official, written knowledge designates the expert, 
and marginalizes other ways of knowing.  The way that Western based categories and 
concepts are used in the planning and policy documents of the RWP, speaks to the power 
of development organizations to mobilize meanings that serve their interests.  
 
However, my research also shows that the imposition of development plans on 
communities is far from a straightforward, scientific process, and developers lose control 
of the intended meanings and uses of the RWP.   The outcomes are thus the 
manifestations of diverse and sometimes competing interests (Grillo and Stirrat, 1997; 
Crewe and Harrison, 1998).  As Ferguson (1994) reminds us:  "Whatever interests may 
be at work, and whatever they may think they are doing, they can only operate through a 
complex set of social and cultural structures so deeply embedded and so ill-perceived that 
the outcome may be only a baroque and unrecognizable transformation of the original 
intention" (p.17).   
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In Chapter 2, I provided an overview of the three theoretical bodies that frame my 
research:  gender and development, feminist political ecology, and critical/post-colonial 
development theory.  Here, I will briefly discuss how I have contributed to each of these 
literatures.  In the area of gender and development, my research critically explores how 
the planning approaches to women and gender play out "on the ground" and offers an 
interpretation of the costs and benefits of a water supply project from the perspectives of 
male and female water users.  In my examination of the impacts of the RWP, I look 
closely at men's roles and the gender division of labor - areas of analysis that typically are 
not considered by rural water planners and policy makers.  By describing the everyday 
interactions between men and women, I also provide an understanding of gender roles 



 249 

and relationships in Africa that moves past simple stereotypes and damaging 
assumptions. 
 
In feminist political ecology, I contribute a case study about water - an environmental 
issue that receives little attention in this field.  My research builds from and extends 
recent studies exploring how identities are reconfigured and negotiated thru development 
projects, and also in particular spaces where people spend a lot of time.  I am not aware 
of any other research that looks at how the material spaces of different water sites shape 
gendered interactions and ideologies.  The descriptions I offer of the social interactions at 
the water sites and the value of this space for women fills an important knowledge gap in 
the water sector.   
 
The most significant contribution of this research is in the area of critical development 
studies.  First, I found that there were many unanticipated impacts of development that 
negatively affect social relations and cultural practices. Policy makers typically do not 
consider these types of impacts because they fall outside of the narrow range of 
categories that they report on.  Second, my dissertation provides rich descriptive 
examples of the "development encounters" between project implementers and community 
groups, which are typically left out of the theoretical and conceptual critiques of 
development.  Although there have been other studies that also draw attention to the 
discrepancy between policy and practice in development, few actually describe these 
conceptual gaps using specific examples or explain why these gaps develop.  This 
research focuses on the organizational cultures development actors operate within to 
advance explanations about why development projects often fail to achieve their 
objectives.   
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As I saw with the RWP, the current development approach doesn’t work.  Fixing the 
development enterprise calls for seriously rethinking of development at all levels.  At the 
highest levels, donors need to rethink the set of incentives and disincentives that motivate 
development organizations (Tendler, 1975).  The current incentive structure leads to short 
term commitments and encourages development organizations to spend money quickly 
and invest in large infrastructure projects.  Other outcomes, such as community 
participation, adaptation of the project to the local culture, and sustainability should be 
valued and encouraged by donors.  Until the priorities of donors change, it will be 
difficult to reform development at lower levels.  Although I have little possibility of 
influencing development at the highest level, my research does offer some practical 
recommendations for improving rural water planning.  
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In Nampula, installing a handpump in the middle of a community and imposing a 
"community led" management model is not effective.  A flexible, context specific 
approach to rural water planning is necessary to realize the potential benefits of water 
projects and improve sustainability.  Such an approach should build off people's 
priorities, experiences, needs, and values.  I recommend that the customary water sources 
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and management models act as the foundation for water supply projects.  An adaptive 
"learning" approach based on a long-term perspective, rather strict adherence to routine 
checklists and project based timelines, offers a better possibility for success in the rural 
water sector.   
 
An improved approach starts with learning more about community groups and their 
preferences for water supply during the project planning stages. Following a demand 
responsive approach, people should have real choices about the types of technologies and 
management models that best fit their needs.   The list of choices should include 
everything from protecting and improving traditional sources to small piped water 
systems.  Men and women use water for a variety of activities and a single handpump can 
not serve all these needs.  Rural water planning should start by considering the way that 
people use water in their lives and finding out where water reliant activities take place.  
Approximately 90% of the RWP budget was spent on infrastructure construction, and I 
believe more resources should be devoted to pre and post construction activities.  If water 
projects are not going to be well designed to fit local needs and there are no resources 
devoted to sustaining them, then there is little point in constructing the water project in 
the first place. 
 
A relatively new approach to rural water planning called "multiple use services" (MUS), 
offers a framework that incorporates many of these ideas.  MUS describes an approach 
that seeks to "plan, design, and manage water services with the aim of meeting people’s 
water needs for multiple purposes" (Smits et al., 2010a p.103).  MUS does not 
necessarily require new technology, but rather calls for the enhancement and integration 
of existing water technologies to make greater quantities of water available in a way that 
is best suited to the needs of rural households (Smits et al., 2010a).  The little research 
done on MUS shows that creatively designing water services around productive activities 
can enhance people’s livelihoods and contribute a wider range of benefits than 
traditionally designed domestic systems (Smits et al., 2010b). For example, additional 
benefits from productive use activities include improved health, food security, gender 
equity, and income generation (Renwick et al., 2007; van Koppen et al., 2009; Van 
Houweling et al., 2012).  Designing these types of systems would require more work up 
front and probably cost more money, but they have a better chance of being sustainable. 
 
MUS is a promising way of approaching rural water problems in Nampula.  Rather than a 
single handpump built to serve domestic needs, a MUS approach would allow for a 
decentralized system designed around the activities that require water.  For example, this 
might entail improving a well at a mosque, digging a canal system to irrigate gardens, 
and collecting rainwater for animals.  This flexible approach would ensure that 
communities are not excluded from receiving assistance because their water table is too 
deep or fails to deliver an adequate yield.  Existing water sources should be incorporated 
into rural water supply plans and people should be encouraged to use customary water 
sources for everything except for cooking and drinking.   
 
My research also shows that it is important to look at what people do (or would like to 
do) at the water sources.  Incorporating additional infrastructure in the design of the water 
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source - such as bathing huts, laundry washing stations, irrigation systems, animal water 
troughs, and latrines, may increase the range of benefits provided by the water sources, 
and would certainly make the water system more attractive to users.  When considering 
the location of the water points it is also important to design the infrastructure around 
preferences related to privacy and security, sun and shade, and the distance and proximity 
to the center of town.  There are likely to be gender differences in the types of water 
sources used by men and women and their preferences related to these types of decisions; 
in this case, the relevant user group should be consulted preferences in the design of each 
water source. 
 
Water management schemes should be adapted to the rules and social relations embedded 
in customary water management schemes.  It is important to understand the system that is 
currently in use, although it should not be taken for granted that the rules governing 
customary sources are considered legitimate by all users.  Community members need to 
be asked what aspects of the current system are and are not working well, and which 
groups may be excluded or marginalized in the system.  There are a variety of different 
models for managing water sources.  While a private operator might make sense for 
larger scale piped systems, most sources are probably best managed directly by water 
users, rather than through an appointed committee. In any case, community groups 
should be allowed to choose the model that best suits their needs.   
 
Water users should have the capacity to make and enforce their own rules, and not just 
after the project implementers leave, but in the planning stages.  "To have a positive 
impact, development organizations must work through, not parallel to, pre-existing local 
institutions and social norms associated with common property and community" (Boelens 
and Hoogendam, 2002 p.21).  As Ostrom (1999) acknowledges it is difficult to find 
effective rules that both match the complex interactions and dynamics of a resource and 
are perceived by users as legitimate, fair, and effective (280), but building from local 
rules and systems offers a more promising path than imposing an external management 
regime.   

)'@@4*6+C&"*3&:%*3%/&
 
There is no shortage of guidelines, checklists, and handbooks for implementing 
community based and gender sensitive approaches to rural water supply planning 
(Narayan-Parker, 1998; van Wijk-Sijbesma, 1998; 2003; Moriarty and Butterworth, 
2003; Harvey and Reed, 2004; UN-HABITAT, 2006; UNDP, 2006).  I will not replicate 
these reports here, and will only try to highlight some areas of inquiry that were relevant 
in the RWP and typically discounted in planning approaches.  The danger in defined set 
of procedures is that they often fail to correspond to local objectives and reduce social 
relations to a set of neutral actors.  The most important aspect of community led 
development is to reposition members of the community as the experts and decision 
makers, capable of taking control of their own destiny (Chambers, 1983).  Community 
groups should be involved in designing the project from the start and have the space to 
voice their opinions and disagree with project implementers.   
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I recommend that rural water planning begin with a set of questions about gender, 
community, and control and access to water resources.  A gender analysis should not only 
explore women's rights, control, and access to water resources, but also how gender 
relations and norms will influence, and be affected by development activities.   The 
interpretation of women's (lack of) power, priorities, and needs should be grounded in an 
understanding of local decision making, the gender division of labor, and the possibilities 
valued and achievable for women, rather than evaluated against the yard stick of an 
"empowered" Western woman.  In addition, there should be more attention to women's 
incentives, opportunities, interests, and desires, rather than their lack of power and 
constraints.   
 
Within every community there are individuals and groups who command different levels 
of power, wealth, influence, and ability to express their needs, concerns and rights in 
relation to water. These differences are often most apparent in terms of gender or socio-
economic levels, but they can also be related to religion, lineage, ethnic group, political 
affiliation, etc.  It is important to understand the relevant sites of difference in each 
community and assess the different workloads, priorities, constraints, and opportunities 
for each group, rather than assuming that gender is the most important variable of social 
difference.   
 
Considering the dispersed housing and multiple definitions of "community" in Nampula, 
the "community" may not even be the best starting point for rural water planning.  A 
decentralized and flexible approach to water management would allow for working with 
different groups that are either geographically clustered or have organizational experience 
together (i.e., religious congregations, lineage groups, women's groups, farmers groups, 
etc.).  Some key questions here are:  How do people define community?  What are the 
relevant social divides in the community?  What groups are marginalized in decision-
making and access and control of water resources?  Are the leaders considered legitimate 
by the population?  What groups of people work well together? 
 
Asking these questions means diving into the messy world of social relations and politics 
that most rural water projects seek to avoid. Rural water planners and implementers need 
to acknowledge community power relations and the politics of water access if they want 
projects to be sustainable (Boelens and Zwarteveen, 2002; Joshi, 2005; van Koppen et al., 
2012).  A more realistic view of "community" would recognize competing interests, local 
conflicts, processes of exclusion, and local forms of participation.  However, it is not 
enough to merely understand power differential between social groups, rural water 
planners need to increase their commitment to address social and political issues that 
leave certain groups without rights, control, or access to water resources.  In 
Mozambique, an open discussion about how Renamo members interact with development 
projects has been avoided for too long.   

O="$4"+6*:&
 
The way that project impacts are measured is significant: data from the reports is used to 
evaluate the success of a project and also to inform future projects.  What members of the 
water sector currently know about water projects and try to improve is structured by a 
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limited number of categories for which data is collected.  For example, the lack of data 
about long-term sustainability and the distribution of benefits across a community means 
that these issues are not considered by project implementers.  This is a self-reinforcing 
cycle, because if these issues aren't considered important, data will not be collected to 
measure them.  Two fairly straight forward recommendations that address these specific 
issues include:  1) adopt a longer term commitment to monitoring and evaluation, that 
extends past the project completion date; and 2) select a household sample that is 
representative at the community level. 
 
Donors’ evaluation guidelines require almost no monitoring of the social impacts of 
water projects, and are not well suited to understand how social relations are reconfigured 
with improved water access. Given the value on numbers and the dominance of 
economists in development organizations, nearly all impact evaluations are consist of 
large quantitative surveys.  The highly technical indicators used in these surveys fail to 
capture local ways of understanding “impacts” and the meanings of these changes in 
people’s lives.  In addition, there is a high level of uncertainty related to benefit-cost 
estimations due to the way data is obtained and the assumptions made without knowing 
enough about the local preferences, conditions, and behaviors (Whittington et al., 2012). 
The discursive categories used in standard impact evaluations "stand in place of the 
actual relations and practices of the "beneficiaries," burying the latter's experience in the 
matrix that organizes the institution's representation" (Escobar, 1995 p.109).  
 
Scholars are beginning to understand the necessity of considering multiple dimensions of 
costs and benefits and evaluating projects using locally meaningful outcomes (Kabeer, 
1999; Gutierrez and Blagbrough, 2001; Malhotra et al., 2002; Wallace, 2003; Goldin et 
al., 2008).  My research offers new categories that can be incorporated into household 
surveys to more fully capture the benefits and costs of water projects and come closer to 
local values and priorities. However, I am concerned that simply adding more categories 
to the same quantitative survey structure, will reduce potentially meaningful areas of 
interest to technical and bureaucratic categories. 
 
A qualitative analysis of project impacts, like this one, can compliment and add meaning 
to a quantitative data set.  Qualitative research not only reveals important costs and 
benefits left out of standard assessments, but it can help reconnect the numbers to the 
social context and add meaning to the indicators.  Ethnographic research provides the 
time to understand the relationships between social groups and develop trust with 
community members so they feel comfortable sharing their concerns and expectations.   
It is a good first step to collect a broader range of data, and use new methodologies, but 
the larger issue is how the data is processed and acted on.  Development offices are 
dominated by economists and engineers trained to process numbers.  There is a need for 
more social scientists in development organizations who know how to interpret 
qualitative data, incorporate local perceptions, and address the social aspects of rural 
water planning.    
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The conversations, observations, and experiences recorded in this dissertation tell the 
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story of the RWP from different perspectives.  While I spent the most time with 
community level actors, I interacted with all the actors involved in the RWP.  I was able 
to bridge the gaps between actors due to my ability to communicate in the working 
languages valued by different groups, and my unassigned professional role.  I could 
translate the detailed responses local people gave about their concerns with the water 
project to the technical language understood by project implementers.  I also became an 
informant for the MCA and MCC because they didn't have opportunities to speak directly 
with the Cowater animators or community members.   
 
Each chapter consists of a series of pieced-together texts that creates a reality of my own 
invention and no perspective fully captures "the truth."  Throughout my research, I 
struggled to develop cohesive story lines from the jumble of observations, conversations, 
and documents that often seemed contradictory to me. From the start, I made the 
conscious choice to focus on local perspectives and experiences with the RWP, which are 
so often marginal in the development process.  However, I often questioned my 
interpretations of women's responses to the handpumps, and worried that my conclusions 
fed back into the same Western feminist and development perspectives I tried to expose.    
 
Given these admissions, I do not want to make the problematic claim that I have 
"captured," "represented," or "gave voice to" the experiences of the local men and women 
in Nampula.  I recorded what people told me and what I saw and experienced, fully aware 
that my background and affiliations influenced what I saw and how people responded to 
me.  I simply hope that by allowing the words and everyday lives of water collectors to 
lead the narrative, I have offered an alternative view of development that gets closer to 
the perspectives of men and women in Nampula than the standard development reports.   
 
I was motivated to complete this research by a desire to improve the everyday lives of 
rural men and women struggling with a very difficult water situation.   I regret that I have 
to write in a way that the dissertation is inaccessible to the water collectors in Nampula, 
but I hope that policy makers, project implementers, and rural planners can use this 
information to design water projects that are more equitable, sustainable, and culturally 
appropriate. I would also feel that I accomplished something if this research provoked 
development workers to reflect on their roles, assumptions, and motivations, and, in 
general, approach development with a little more humility.  In the end, I am most proud 
of gaining the acceptance and trust of people in Nampula who came to see me as a friend, 
a daughter, or a sister - a process that involved a lot of mistakes, forgiveness, frustration, 
and translation. 

a7`&T6*"$&+-'4:-+,&

Improving water access is a worthy goal, prioritized by local people in Nampula, but the 
current approach fails to achieve the expected time savings and health benefits, does not 
reach the majority of people, increases divisions between groups, and is not sustainable.  
Although the water situation in Nampula is quite poor, the handpump is not an 
unmitigated good and households weigh the costs and benefits of participating in the 
RWP.  More time and resources should be devoted to learning about local agendas, 
conditions, cultural practices, environmental management systems, decision-making 
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processes, values, and politics, rather than furiously constructing water points that do not 
last.  Building from this basis offers a more promising approach for achieving positive 
impacts than the current "take it or leave it" approach being offered (or 'demanded') by 
rural households all over Africa.   
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