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ABSTRACT 

Kerala is a south Indian state with the lowest water per capita ratio in the country. The dry 
summer periods contribute to big challenges with the water quality and quantity in the state. 
This year Kerala might face one of the worst draughts in 30 years. Studies show that women 
bear the major burden of collecting water in areas where water is not distributed to the 
households. Often the water has to be collected from a long distance, which means that a lot 
of time and energy are spent to get water. Because of the gender differences in household 
work with water, women are also more exposed to health risks related to polluted water. In 
order to understand and help people to improve their water situation, this study aims to 
explore the relationship to water on a household level with a gender perspective. Focus lies on 
identifying the different genders relation to water when it comes to usage, management and 
worries concerning health issues related to water. This was carried out through a qualitative 
field study with an ethnographic approach. The field study took place in the rural village 
Chemmannummukal in Kollam, Kerala, and consisted of two group discussions and four 
individual interviews. Five interviews were also done with four researchers within the fields 
of water or gender. This worked as a complement to understand the water situation in Kerala 
and to get an overall view of the gendered relation to water in the state. The empirical 
material was analyzed through the theories of intersectionality, production and reproduction, 
and the concept of the household from a geographical perspective. The results showed that the 
women used more water, because they were responsible for activities in the households, 
which relates to the gendered division between production and reproduction. Because of this, 
women were also responsible to fetch the water. However, in certain cases men would help 
during water scarcity. Concerning worries about health issues related to water and how the 
household members could affect their situation other factors such as caste belonging played a 
more important role than being a woman or a man. The study explored that the gendered 
relationship to water is both complex and dynamic. It depends not only on the gender and its 
connection to production and reproduction but also on other categories within 
intersectionality, such as age, caste, education etc., and the composition of the household as 
well as the social relations within it. Two other important conclusions were also how time and 
place affects the water relation. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Three weeks without food, three days without water, and three minutes without air – that is 
the rule of thumb for human survival. 780 million people in the world are still lacking one 
of these needs, the access to safe drinking water.1 In year 2000, 189 countries within the 
United Nations met and agreed on eight development goals to reduced poverty and improve 
human rights in the world. These goals were called the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDG) and should be achieved by 2015. One of the goals was to halving the proportion of 
people without sustainable access to safe drinking water. That goal was partly achieved in 
2010; between the years 1990 to 2010 around two billion people gained access to improved 
drinking water. But there is still work to do, hundreds of millions of people in the world 
still lack access to safe drinking water.2 Water resources are unequally distributed over the 
world; some areas naturally have a lot of water resources while some have less. The 
absence of safe drinking water is not always the lack of actual water resources, but the lack 
of technology. Political, economic and social aspects usually lay behind poor infrastructure 
to distribute water. Also, there is a growing need of water in the agricultural sector at the 
same as there is an increasing lack of water.3 

Another Millennium Development Goal decided by UN in 2000, was to promote 
gender equality and empower women.4 The target is to eliminate the gender differences in 
education, which also includes improvement of the literacy rates of girls and women.5 One 
indicator to reach the MDG is to increase the share of women employed in the non-
agricultural sector, to promote equal opportunities of employment for women. 6  Many 
studies show that women bear the major burden of collecting water in areas where water is 
not distributed to the households. In many cases the water has to be collected from a long 
distance, which means that a lot of time and energy are spent to get water.7 Because of the 
gender differences in household work with water, women are also more exposed to health 
risks related to polluted water. This since women usually spend more time working with 
water, both when collecting and purifying water but also when cleaning clothes in water 
that many times are polluted.8 

                                                 
1 United Nations (2006), Gender water and sanitation, s.4 
2 United Nations (2012), The Millennium Development Goals Report 2012, New York: United 
Nations, p. 52 
3 Myrsten, J., (2006), Vattenbrist är ett problem för miljarder människor, Svenska Dagbladet, n.d. 
4 United Nations (2012), The Millennium Development Goals Report 2012, New York: United 
Nations, p. 20 
5 Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation (2011), Millennium Development Goals India 
Country Report 2011, New Dehli: Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation, p. 46 
6 Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation (2011), Millennium Development Goals India 
Country Report 2011, New Dehli: Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation, p. 54 
7 United Nations (2012), The Millennium Development Goals Report 2012, New York: United 
Nations, p. 54 
8 Green, C. (2003), Handbook of Water Economics: Principles and Practice, John Whiley & Sons, 
Ltd, p. 144 
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India is one country that faces challenges with the quality of water. 70 % of India’s surface 
water is already contaminated.9 At the same time the demand for water is increasing due to 
the rapidly population growth, together with urbanization, industrialization and economic 
development. India has more than 17 % of the world’s population, on 2.6 % of the world’s 
land area, but has only 4 % of the world’s renewable water resources.10 The Water Resources 
Group has estimated that if the demand continues in the same pattern as today, half of the 
demand will not be met by 2030. At the same time as the demand for water is increasing, the 
availability of clean water is decreasing due to overuse of groundwater and pollutions.11 A 
major problem related to the lacking access to safe drinking water in India is sanitation. Over 
50 % of the population, or 638 million people, are defecating in the open.12  The water 
availability per capita in India is 1.56 m3 per person, compared to 15.91 m3 per person in 
Sweden 13 . The Indian state with the lowest water per capita ratio is the southern state 
Kerala. 14 The dry summer periods contribute to big challenges with the water quality in the 
state. This year Kerala might face one of the worst draughts in 30 years15. These water 
challenges affect the people’s everyday life. As mentioned earlier, water situations seem to 
affect women and men differently, which makes it interesting to explore the gendered relation 
to water in Kerala. 

1.1 Study objective 
In order to understand these peoples situation and to help them to improve their situation 
concerning water, this study aims to explore the relationship to water on a household level 
from a gender perspective. The relationship to water includes for example collecting and 
purifying water, usage of water, attitudes and concerns about the water situation, such as 
water depletion and unsafe drinking water. The study is based on a field work in the rural 
village Chemmannummukal in Kollam district located in the Indian state Kerala. To fulfil our 
objective we used the following questions: 
 
 

                                                 
9 Chattopadhyay, Rani and Sangeetha, (2005), Water quality variations as linked to landuse pattern: A 
case study in Chalakudy river basin, Kerala, Current Science, p. 2163 
10  Indians Business Knowledge Media (2011), Water Management in India 2013, Available at: 
http://www.ibkmedia.com/events/index.php?event_id=19, Accessed: 2013-02-12 
11 Infrastructure Development Finance Company (2011), India infrastructure report: Water Policy and 
Performance for sustainable Development, p.30 
12 United Nations Children’s Fund India (n.d.), Water Environment and Sanitation, Available at: 
http://www.unicef.org/india/wes.html, Accessed: 2013-02-12 
13 Nation Master (2013), Environment statistic, water, availability by country, Available at: 
http://www.nationmaster.com/graph/env_wat_ava-environment-water-availability, Accessed: 2013-
04-22 
14 Planning Commission Government of India (2008), Kerala Development Report, New Dehli: 
Academic Foundation, p.224 
15 Interview with Dr. G. Madhusoodanan Pillai, Executive Director at Sredha 2013-04-18 

http://www.ibkmedia.com/events/index.php?event_id=19
http://www.unicef.org/india/wes.html
http://www.nationmaster.com/graph/env_wat_ava-environment-water-availability,%20Accessed:%202013-04-22
http://www.nationmaster.com/graph/env_wat_ava-environment-water-availability,%20Accessed:%202013-04-22
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• What are the everyday managements of water within the households and how is it 
divided between men and women within the household?  

• What are the differences in the usage of water between the household members 
from a gender perspective? 

• What are the household members’ worries concerning health issues related to 
water and in what way can the household members affect their water situation?  

 
The first part of the study will be an overview about Kerala, the households and the water 
accessibility in Kerala. The second part will focus on water accessibility on a household 
level in Chemmannummukal. With water accessibility we mean both quantity and quality 
of water and how the water is distributed. The study is partly based on views about the 
problems with the access to water, collected from people living within the study area and 
people working with water at a regional level. As a complement, the study is based on 
earlier research about the subject. 

1.2 Delimitations 
This study is about the gender relations to water, by which we aim to explore how the water 
issues concerning quality and quantity affects men and women and their experiences of water-
related issues and its’ consequences. Since this study concerns the affected peoples own 
experience, we will not analyze water samples concerning water quality or quantity. 
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2. METHODOLOGY AND ETHNOGRAPHY 

To explore the objectives with this study we did an 8 weeks field study in April and May 
2013. During these weeks empirical material was collected and the thesis written. The field 
study took place in the rural area Chemmannummukal in Kollam district located in the Indian 
state Kerala. During our time there we stayed in Thiruvananthapuram, and made two daytrips 
to Chemmannummukal. The field study was done in corporation with Swedish International 
Development Cooperation Agency (Sida). 

Since the aim of this study was to look at the gendered relations to water on a household 
level, we wanted to do talk to people in households to hear their stories regarding water 
issues. Since we were interested in the people’s attitudes, thoughts and emotions concerning 
the water issues, we chose a qualitative method as it focuses on words rather than numbers, in 
comparison with a quantitative research16. This thesis studies water issues through a social 
and economic geography perspective, and not through natural science. The difference 
between studying natural science and social science is that people, unlike the objects in 
natural science, can attribute meaning to actions and their environment. For understanding 
this many qualitative researchers stress the importance to view actions and the social world 
through the eyes of the people that they study17. This is why we also chose to apply an 
ethnographic approach to the method.  

Ethnographic methodology means that social structures and processes are considered. 
Aspects as cultural and political background are taken into account and also the researcher’s 
relation to the interviewed person.18 The study was done in an area of the world which is very 
different from our own cultural, political and social background. Reflections are an important 
part of the ethnographic approach, where for example the fact that we are two Swedish 
women and how it has made an impact on the result of this study, are important to consider. 
To reflect over ourselves, and which relations we have to the subject and persons interviewed 
is central in an ethnographic methodology.19 Our methodology consists of semi-structured 
interviews with people working with water or gender related issues in Kerala, two group 
discussions with people affected by water issues in the study area, and individual interviews 
with people from the study area. 

2.1 Language difficulties and our own impact on the research method 
The fact that we did not speak the same language as the informants might have had an impact 
on the research method,  since the information we received from the group discussions were a 
translation to a language which is not the mother tough for either them or us. The information 
that we collected from the group discussion was in many ways coloured by the interpreters’ 

                                                 
16 Bryman, A., Bell, E., (2007), Business research methods, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 402 
17 Ibid., p. 416 
18 Gregory, D. Johnston, et al. (2009), The Dictionary of Human Geography, John Whiley & Sons, 
Ltd, p. 218 
19 Gregory, D. Johnston, et al. (2009), The Dictionary of Human Geography, John Whiley & Sons, 
Ltd, p. 219 
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perception of the discussion. The questions might not always be exactly translated, something 
that we cannot control but we believe that the translators are able to ask the questions in a way 
that is suitable for the situation.  It can also be the case that some expressions might not be 
able to be translated in the same way to catch the underlying emotions in the arguments. But 
we were able to ask the interpreters if there were any emotions that we could not identify 
because of our different cultural and social background.  

The language differences also occurred in the interviews with people working with 
gender and water issues, even though all the people we interviewed were talking English. But 
there were some difficulties in understanding the accent, both for us understanding the Indian 
accent and for them understanding us. It was also a difficulty to follow some of the 
expressions used in the water sector or in the Indian society that we were not aware of. But 
since people were very helpful it worked out anyway. These language difficulties was also 
something we got more used to the longer time we spend in India.     

The analysis of the group discussion was not only coloured by the interpreters’ 
perception, but also ours20. Especially since it was the two of us who decided which questions 
were asked and from which themes the discussion started from, even though we kept an open 
approach. It is also important to note that if someone else would do the same study and even 
ask the same questions, the answers might not be exactly the same. The fact that we are 
women from the Western world might also have had an impact. It is important to take into 
account post-colonial power structures when being in that situation21. Post-colonialism in 
cultural studies looks into the diverse and uneven impact of colonialism on the cultures of the 
colonizing and the colonized people. It concerns the way in which relations, practices and 
representations are reproduced or transformed between the past and the present.22 This means 
that even today power structures from the colonization era still could remain in some ways. 
The rural village was not used to have “white” visitors, which made the group discussion 
becoming more of a happening in the village than it would have been if we were two native 
women. Some of the villagers were more concerned about asking about us and be in the 
photographs then discuss water issues. Apart from power structures based on post-colonial 
structures, there are also power structures based on gender. How we were treated and which 
answers we got would probably differed if we were two men instead. The fact that we were 
two women might have had an effect on the women in the group discussion and it could have 
made them feel more comfortable to talk. There are also power structures between the 
villagers and the translators, who both were Indian natives but from a higher social class and 
well-educated. Despite this, they managed to keep the group discussion and the interviews in 
a relaxed and informal way. 

                                                 
20 This is something A-K. Lindeborg writes about in her Ph. D. thesis: Where Gendered Spaces Bend: 
The Rubber Phenomenon in Northern Laos. 
21 Lindeborg, A-K. (2012), Where Gendered Spaces Bend: The Rubber Phenomenon in Northern 
Laos, Department of Social and Economic Geography, Uppsala University,  p. 91   
22 Gregory, D. Johnston, et al. (2009), The Dictionary of Human Geography, John Whiley & Sons, 
Ltd, p. 561 
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2.2 Selection of study area 
Before arriving to Thiruvananthapuram we had not yet chosen a specific village to study. 
Since we were not familiar with places in Kerala we decided to find an interesting study area 
through the so called ‘snow-ball’ 23  method. We started with a contact person in 
Thiruvananthapuram. Our contact person was an agricultural and development economist 
with special interest in water issues and water rights. He was also an assistant professor at the 
research institution Centre for Development Studies in Kerala. We will refer to him as our 
contact person at CDS. He in turn helped us to get in contact with two other researchers who 
assisted us to communicate with people in the study area. We were aiming to find a rural, 
relatively poor area, which were facing present water problems, and were introduced to 
Chemmannummukal village in Kollam district in Kerala. One of the two researchers was 
brought up in this area and he helped us to introduce us to the area and the people living there, 
where we will refer to him as our contact person in the study area. The snow-ball method 
could have a disadvantage as people might introduce other people with the same experience 
and background, which mean that there is a risk that the selection of participants is 
homogenous. But we do not consider the possible weaknesses with the snow-ball method as a 
problem in this study, and the method worked as a good process to find someone that could 
introduce us to a study area in a short time.  

2.3 Interviews with researchers 
To understand the water situation in Kerala and to get an overall view of the gendered relation 
to water in the state, interviews with people working with these issues were carried out. The 
interviews were semi-structured. Semis-structured interviews mean that questions and themes 
are prepared, but they might not be asked in the same order or in the same wording as the 
prepared questions. Also the interviewer can ask supplementary questions or other questions 
if the interviewee picks up on something that the interviewer had not predicted. Semi-
structured interviews are flexible and emphasis how the interviewee frames and understands 
the questions or issues.24 We started the interviews by explaining our study objective, and 
went on by asking open questions that we had prepared. We wanted to let the interviewed 
persons answer the questions in their own way and talk about themes they thought were the 
most relevant within the subject. Depending on the interviewee the theme of the discussion 
and the prepared questions were different. For example when we interviewed a researcher 
within Women studies, the theme focused on gender, households in Kerala and household 
work related to water. Whereas, when we interviewed the two researchers within the Water 
sector, the themes focused on water pollution, water shortage and the geography and 
hydrology of Kerala. All together we held five interviews with people working in the area of 
water and gender in Kerala (see Appendix 1 for more details). 

                                                 
23 Bryman, A., (2002), Samhällsvetenskapliga metoder, Malmö Liber AB, s. 434 
24 Bryman, A., Bell, E., (2007), Business research methods, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 474-
475 
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2.4 Group discussions in Chemmannummukal 
To understand the water issues in the study area and get a feeling of the relation to water in 
the household, two group discussions were held in the study area. It was important for us that 
the participants felt comfortable during the group discussions. To receive a positive interview 
result, it is important to gain trust from the interviewee.25 Our contact person at Centre for 
Development Studies told us that if we kept it to formal we might not get the people to talk, 
and we did not wanted to risk that. We realized that it was difficult to have a planned 
procedure if we wanted to keep it in an informal way so that the villages felt comfortable. 
Since none of us, neither we nor our contact person and his colleague, had been in the village 
before, we decided to go there with open minds. 

Three researchers, apart from us, were joining us during the group discussions: Our 
contact person in the study area, our contact person at Centre for Development Studies, and 
his colleague, who also had an interest in water issues. Our contact person in the study area 
helped us arranging the meeting with the villages and introduced us to the area. Our contact 
person at Centre for Development studies and his colleague were helping us with the 
translation during the group discussions, translating from Malayalam, the language spoken in 
Kerala, to English. We had discussed the questions we wanted to ask with them in advance 
and we also gave them a written copy of the questions. The questions were formulated from 
the three themes: usage, management and worries concerning health issues related to water, 
based on the study objective. We got the advice at the preparing course for the Minor Field 
Study at Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency in Härnösand to talk with 
men and women separate, and also older and younger women separate. The reason was 
because it could be the case that women do not want to talk when men are present, and 
younger women might not talk when their mothers are present. Also, we thought it could be 
interesting to compare the answers between men and women and between younger and older 
women and possibly to find a division between gender and age. 

Our initial plan was to have focus group discussions by which we meant smaller groups 
of people, about five persons discussing the three themes. We wanted to begin the focus group 
session with a questionnaire to gather background information about the participants. We 
brought pen and paper, on which the participant could write their answers. The plan was also 
to record the discussion if the participants allowed it.  

When we arrived we were introduced to some women sitting beside the road, but more 
people joined and it ended up being a big group discussion, totally around 40 people, instead 
of the smaller focus group discussions that we had planned for. It was an interesting 
experience to go from expecting a few people in a focus group to change the research method 
in the field, to hold a big group discussion instead. There were mostly women in the first 
group, 26 women and 14 men. The women did most of the talking and did not seem to be 
concerned of that there were men in the group or that the interpreters were men. As soon as 
the first question was asked the discussion went on. Our interpreters asked questions and 

                                                 
25 Bryman, A., (2002), Samhällsvetenskapliga metoder, Malmö Liber AB, s. 135.  
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translated to us so we could take notes and ask supplementary questions. Since we became 
such a big group, smaller group discussions started within the big group discussions, between 
the two interpreters and the villages. This made it difficult for us to record the discussion. But 
since we were two people, one of us could take notes and the other ask supplementary 
questions and take pictures. The questions were not strictly followed and the discussion 
became more based on the three themes of usage, management and attitudes of water. One 
could see anger and frustration in the way people talked. 

The second group discussion was held under the same circumstances, with 15 women and 
5 men. They lived only a two minutes walk away from the first group discussion. During the 
walk between the two discussion groups the men showed us around to the dried out wells. The 
second group discussion was held outside the houses of the villages. The villagers were very 
eager to show us their empty wells and they wanted us to take pictures. This led to an 
informative walk, where they showed us around the village and informed us about their water 
issues. The informative walk gave us a better understanding for their water issues and their 
situation. Walking around in the interviewees own environment can bring forward memories 
and insight into the understanding of the interviewee 26. We see this as a positive result 
coming from being in the participants own environment, and also from not separate a few 
people from the group but letting everyone that wanted to talk be involved. This we see as a 
result from trying to be as informal as possible as we got recommended. 

In the two group discussion almost everyone was able to express themselves although 
some spoke more than others. 

2.5 Interviews in Chemmannummukal 
After the two group discussions we felt that we wanted to dig deeper in to the gendered 
relationship to water. This we did by having additional individual interviews with villagers of 
Chemmannummukal. Instead of discovering a new area, we wanted to explore the relations to 
water more in detail in one place, since we believed that it would give us a deeper 
understanding. We held interviews with four villagers; two women and two men. We returned 
to the village with the aim to interview three families. But the person who would meet us and 
arrange the meetings with the families did not show up. So instead we asked, with help from 
our interpreter, for people who wanted to participate. We wanted to speak with people from 
different, age, gender and caste. In the end we found four people who were willing to 
participate; two men, with different caste and age, and two women, also them belonging to 
different castes but similar ages. Also, we wanted to speak to a younger woman but no one 
was available at the moment. But the two interviewed women spoke much about their 
daughters, so we still got an idea of the difference in their and their daughters’ relation to 
water. The interviews were held in the village outside one of the women’s house. We had 
prepared questions (see Appendix 2) for the interview which we asked with help of our 
interpreter. We asked supplementary questions, but otherwise it was more of a strict 
                                                 
26 Riley, M & Harvey, D (2007), Oral histories, farm practice and uncovering meaning in the 
countryside, Social & Cultural Geography, Vol. 8, No. 3, s. 395  
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interview. Doing it this way it felt like we gained a better understanding for their situation and 
for the gendered relationship to water, rather than if we had gone to a new place. 

These two interview methods, group discussions and individual interview, worked as 
good complements to each other. In the group discussion we got a broader understanding for 
the water situation in the village. Also the discussion triggered a lot of emotions and also 
subjects were brought up that we had not foreseen. In the individual interviews we could get 
more personal and deeper understanding in relation to the differences between men and 
women, different castes and also different ages. 

2.6 Analysis 
The results from the interviews were processed by identifying an interaction between the 
theories and the results. From this we found that analyzing the things we saw as they appeared 
was the best way to present the results. This is why the result is not separated from the 
analysis, but interwoven. The analysis is divided into three themes, management, usage, and 
worries concerning health issues related to water based on the questions from the study 
objectives. Almost all the information from the interviews in the village has been analyzed. 
Parts that did not concern gender or water related to the household were not analyzed. 

The qualitative material of this study was analyzed through a gender perspective. 
Gendered conceptualizations, norms, attitudes and values are effecting our lives on both 
micro and macro levels, thus both a personal and social level. When analyzing qualitative 
material, gender can be identified and analyzed at an individual level, and in the socially 
constructed and maintained discourse. In research, gender should not be seen as something 
that is already known about, and the common-sense understanding of gender should be 
questioned.27    
  

                                                 
27 Järviluoma H., Moisala P., Vilkko A. (2003), Gender and Qualitative methods, SAGE Publications 
Ltd, p.2 
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3. THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical and conceptual framework of the study is based on previous research about 
the relation between gender and water issues. This is because we want to put our study in 
context to earlier research in the subject. To answer our study objective, relevant theoretical 
framework will be introduced. The gendered relations to water in the household can be 
explained by the theory of production and reproduction within the household. But to 
understand the households’ division in management and usage of water in a wider 
perspective, it is necessary to look at the gendered relations through the theoretical concept of 
intersectionality. For these reasons this chapter will contain both previous research about the 
relation between gender and water, but also theoretical framework about intersectionality, 
production and reproduction, and the concept of the household. 

3.1 Previous research of gender and water 
In an extensive study done by United Nations it is shown that women in Sub-Saharan Africa 
usually are the ones responsible for the work related to water within the household28. And 
according to United Nations’ International Decade of Action “Water for life” and UN Water, 
the division of collecting water between women and men has the same trend everywhere in 
the world (Figure 1).29  

                                                 
28 United Nations (2012), The Millennium Development Goals Report 2012, New York: United 
Nations, p. 54 
29 Interagency Task Force on Gender and Water and UN Water (2006), Gender water and sanitation, 
Interagency Network on Women and Gender Equality and UN Water, p. 1 

Figure 1: The differences in gender and age of the person responsible for collecting water in 
rural and urban areas in Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, and 
Eastern Europe.  
Source: United Nations, International decade for Action “Water for life” 2005-2015, 
Available at: http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/gender.shtml, Accessed: 2013-02-12 
 

http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/gender.shtml
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According to UN it is estimated that the national cost in India of women collecting water is 
150 million women workdays per year, equivalent to a national cost of income of 10 billion 
rupees, which represent around 208  million US$. 30  Improved access to water would 
therefore allow women and girls to use the time spend on collecting water on education, 
taking care of the children, growing food and generating an income instead.31  

It is becoming increasingly accepted that women should participate in water management. 
The importance of including women in water management was brought up by UN already in 
1977 at the United Nations Water Conference at Mar del Plata, later also at the International 
Drinking Water and Sanitation decade 1981-1990, and the International Conference on Water 
ant the Environment in Dublin 1992. Now, in United Nations International Decade of Action 
“Water for life” (2005-2015), women’s participation and involvement in water development 
is important. By involving both women and men in water management projects, the project 
effectiveness and efficiency could increase.32 The International Water and Sanitation Centre 
have found that projects designed and operated with full participation of women are more 
sustainable and effective than those that do not. This finding supports a study done by the 
World Bank that says that “women’s participation is strongly associated with water and 
sanitation project effectiveness”33. Showing this has a greater impact on mobilizing finance 
than showing that access to water has an impact on gender equality. Water management is 
dominated by men, but women and men must have an equal say if water management is to be 
democratic, transparent and represented by the people.34  

UN’s “Water for life decade” also states the importance of involving both women and men 
in the decision-making process. Projects works better when women are participating in 
deciding location, design and technology of water and sanitation facilities. Since women 
usually are the ones responsible for household work related to water, they have great 
knowledge about water resources. Another reason for involving women in the location and 
design of sanitation facilities is the fact that lack of toilets in schools can prevent girls from 
receiving an education, because they are unable to take care of their hygiene. It is also an 
issue of safety if girls have to go long distance in unsafe areas to defecate, which can make 
them subject to violence.35 

Water projects in rural villages in North India showed that involving women led to project 
efficiency, as stated above. However, an important result was that not all women were 

                                                 
30 United Nations (2005), Water for Life Decade 2005-2015, UN Water and Water for Life, Published 
by the United Nations Department of Public Information, p. 6 
31 United Nations (2005), Water for Life Decade 2005-2015, UN Water and Water for Life, Published 
by the United Nations Department of Public Information, s.7 
32 United Nations (2013) Water for life, Available at: 
http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/gender.shtml, Accessed: 2013-02-12 
33 Interagency Task Force on Gender and Water and UN Water (2006), Gender water and sanitation, 
Interagency Network on Women and Gender Equality and UN Water, p. 2  
34  Ibid, p.2 
35 United Nations (2005), Water for Life Decade 2005-2015, UN Water and Water for Life, Published 
by the United Nations Department of Public Information, p.7 

http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/gender.shtml
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benefitting from the project. The study showed that the most vulnerable got little access to 
water. To only take into account the aspect of gender did not reflect the actual inequality in 
the communities, were social class and caste played an important role.36 This study aims to do 
that by using intersectionality as a complement in order to understand gender. The study 
considers other categories than gender to understand how the water situation affects the 
people. The focus lies in exploring this among the vulnerable people that are directly affected 
by the water issues in the area. By doing so, this study contributes to the research field with a 
greater understanding for the exposed people and their relation to water on a household level, 
and how these people’s situation can be improved. It is important to know how and why the 
relationship to water differs between people in order to be able to improve the situation for 
everyone affected. 

3.2 Intersectionality 
Due to the complexity of gender and water, the concept of intersectionality will be introduced. 
Intersectionality is a tool to analyze social structures within the society from a 
multidimensional perspective, including aspects like ethnicity, age and social class. When 
intersectionality is used in gender research it is assumed that it is impossible to treat all 
women or men as the same social group. Ethnicity, age and social class have to be 
considered.37 India is a multicultural country with many different religions and ethnic groups, 
why an intersectional approach on the study is crucial. The Western feminist way of analysing 
power structures within the society has been criticized by feminist from other parts of the 
world. The world is not unambiguous and transparent, why it is necessary that the research 
combines the aspects of gender and ethnicity.38      

Intersectionality is also about the relationship between multiple dimensions of social 
relations and is complex. One main approach for analysis within intersectionality is 
intercategorical 39 . Intercategorical approach starts “with the observation that there are 
relationships of inequality among already constituted social groups, as imperfect and ever 
changing as they are, and takes those relationships as the centre of analysis”40. Ethnicity and 
gender tend to be anchor points but they are not static. This approach sees to the relationship 
among social groups and how it changes. This approach also explores if meaningful 
inequality between social groups even exists, or if they once was large but now they are small, 

                                                 
36 Joshi, D., 2005, Misunderstanding gender in water: Addressing or Reproducing Exclusion, In: 
Coles, A. and Wallace, T., 2005, Gender, water and development, Berg: Oxford International 
Publisher Ltd., Chapter 8, p. 136   
37 Davis K. (2011), Intersectionality as a Buzzword: A Sociology of Science Perspective on What 
Makes a Feminist Theory Successful, Chapter 2 in “Framing Intersectionality: Debates on a Multi-
Faceted Concept in Gender Studies”, Ashgate, p. 245 
38 Forsberg, G. (2003) Genusforskning inom kulturgeografin – en rumslig utmaning, Stockholm: 
Högskoleverket, p.58 
39 McCall, L. (2005), The Complexity of Intersectionality, Signs, 30(3), pp. 1771-1800, p. 1773-4 
40 Ibid., p. 1784-5 
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or if they are large at one place but small in another.41 Since the main focus of this thesis is 
gender the intercategorical approach is used in order to analyze the gendered relation to water.  

3.3 Production and reproduction 
There is a large gender division between ‘work’ and ‘home’. Work is normally defined 
according to the world of paid labour and the production for markets, and ‘home’ is the world 
of unpaid labour42. Work in the economy is done for payment and labour is bought and sold, 
while work in the home is done for love or mutual obligation and the product of labour are 
gifts. To make a general statement, traditionally and historically the typical “men-work” has 
been focusing on production, while the typical “women-work” has been focusing on 
reproduction. Reproduction includes unpaid household work, like taking care of children, 
clean, cook, etc43. This division between production and reproduction also makes a separation 
between public and private spaces as most of the work within production is taking place in the 
public sphere, and is separated from the private sphere of the home44. Men have traditionally 
been associated with production and the public sphere. Women have at the same time 
traditionally been connected to the private sphere and reproduction. 45  

Within the discipline of gender geography space and gender is connected, where the 
demonstrated separations and spaces like production-reproduction, public-private and home-
work are important to consider. Women are traditionally more strongly bounded to the private 
space than men, and depending on the space we create identities and views of ourselves. The 
creation of gender differences is done on all levels, from the smallest level, the body, to the 
global level and the space creates different abilities for women and men.46 

 
The household 
In this thesis the household is used as the unit of analysis. It is in the household that the 
relation between gender and water, production and reproduction can be seen clearly. The 
household is a socio-economic formation of one or more individuals who eat and sleep 
together. Households exist in all different societies, but in different forms. It is very difficult 
to extract the individual from the family and the household.47  

As much as the household is a site for reproduction, it is also the site of production. The 
balance between these two, but also who in the household that carries out which of these 
activities and for whom, are important aspects. The members of the household manage, 
maintain and sometimes change these relations and arrangements, and do so in a historical 
                                                 
41 Ibid., p. 1785 
42 Connell, R. (2009), Gender, Camebridge: Polity Press, p. 79 
43 Scott, J., Dex, S., Plagnol, A. C. (2012), Gendered Lives, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing 
Ltd, p. 2 
44 Lindeborg, A-K. (2012), Where Gendered Spaces Bend: The Rubber Phenomenon in Northern 
Laos, Department of Social and Economic Geography, Uppsala University,  p. 58 
45 Connell, R. (2009), Gender, Camebridge: Polity Press, p. 79-80 
46 Forsberg, G. (2003) Genusforskning inom kulturgeografin – en rumslig utmaning, Stockholm: 
Högskoleverket, p.17 
47 Rigg, J. (2007), The Everyday Geography of the Global South, Routhledge, p. 44 
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and geographical context. The household can be an arena of subordination, a sphere that 
consists in differentiated and unequal social relations. These are structured by age, gender, 
class, ethnicity and sexuality. These internal divisions are constituted by and of broader social 
relations of production and reproduction. This interrelationship effects the household’s 
composition, location, power dynamics, such as who are the head of the house, and the 
distribution of work and consumption activities among the household members.48 Because of 
this, we believe that social relations in the household are important to consider when it comes 
to understanding the division between production and reproduction and how both these 
aspects sets the relation between gender and water. 
  

                                                 
48 Gregory, D. Johnston, et al. (2009), The Dictionary of Human Geography, John Whiley & Sons, 
Ltd, p. 345-346 
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4. KERALA STATE, HOUSEHOLDS AND WATER 

This chapter will introduce relevant information about Kerala, the Indian state were the study 
is conducted. The first part of the chapter will give general background information about 
Kerala which is meant to put the study in a geographical context. The second part of the 
chapter gives information about households in Kerala and the third part will give a 
background to the problems related to water in 
Kerala. The second and third part of the chapter is 
mainly based on interviews and will help to 
understand the following empirical chapter.   

4.1 Kerala  
Kerala is a small state in southwest India. The 
states area is only 1% of the total area of the 
country, but the population density is high – 33.4 
million people lives in Kerala. Its capital is 
Thiruvananthapuram, also called Trivandrum. 
The population of the urban agglomeration of 
capital is about 890 000 people.  Because of its 
long coastline, Kerala has been exposed to many 
foreign influences. As a consequence the state has 
developed a unique culture. It has a diverse 
religious tradition and also its own language, 
Malayalam. Another unique attribute Kerala 
possess is a high social status that is also given to 
the women of Kerala. More than 50% of Kerala’s 
residents follow Hinduism, 25% follow Islam and 
almost 20% are Christians. The state’s largest 
economic activity is agriculture. The main cash 
crops are rubber, coffee and tea, and the main food 
crops are rice, peas and beans. The health service 
standard is relatively high, where free medical treatment is offered in many hospitals. The 
educational system is the most advanced and Kerala has the highest levels of literacy in 
India.49 The male literacy rate is 96% and the female literacy rate is 92 %.50 

There is a very little disparity of urban and rural areas in Kerala, houses are not clustered 
in specific areas and roads are accessible to every village in the state. 51   

                                                 
49 Kerala (2013), In Encyclopedia Britannica, Available at 
http://www.britannica.com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/EBchecked/topic/314300/Kerala, Accessed: 2013-03-03 
50 Population Census India (2011), Kerala Population Census data 2011. Available at: 
http://www.census2011.co.in/census/state/kerala.html, Accessed: 2013-03-22 
51 Savu, B. M., Dimitriu, M. C. (2012), The Promise and Default of the ‘Kerala Model’, The Romanian 
Economic Journal, 15(45), pp. 171-188, p. 194 

 

Figure 2: Map of India. The lighter area 
at the southwest coast is Kerala. 
Source: Encyclopedia Britannica, 
Available at: 
http://www.britannica.com.ezproxy.its.uu
.se/EBchecked/topic/314300/Kerala, 
Accessed: 2013-03-03 

http://www.britannica.com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/EBchecked/topic/314300/Kerala
http://www.britannica.com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/EBchecked/topic/314300/Kerala
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The ‘Kerala model’ 
Compared to the rest of the states in India, Kerala has higher human development indicators, 
greater welfare and development standards. Much of this development is due to remittances 
being sent home from abroad52. Kerala is one of the states in India with the highest levels of 
unemployment53, and there are many people from Kerala migrating to the Gulf countries to 
work 54 . Male unemployment is high in Kerala, but is getting better, but women 
unemployment is still very high55. “You don’t work in Kerala” as our landlord in Kerala told 
us. But at the same time the state’s consumption expenditures is higher than the Indian 
average for both urban and rural areas56. And though Kerala is one of India’s poorest states, it 
has a more equal sex ratio than India’s richest state, Punjab57. The female-male ratio is 1.06, 
which is the highest ratio for the major regions in the world accept for Eastern Europe58. A 
person who has written a lot about Kerala’s unique development is the Indian economist and 
Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen. He refers to Kerala as the “most socially advanced Indian 
state”. The fertility rate in Kerala is low, 1.7, compared to the overall Indian fertility rate 
which is higher than 3.0. Sen claims that the low birth rate can be explained with Kerala’s 
high level of female education. Women’s empowerment in Kerala can also be shown in other 
aspects; there is a greater recognition of women’s property rights and women in Kerala have 
generally more influence in the community compared to women in other Indian states.59 
The economic development in Kerala is without economic growth and has come to be called 
the Kerala Model.60 This means that the economic development in Kerala have focused on 
social development, such as basic education and healthcare, rather than an economic income 
growth as in the northern Indian states. This could be explained by Kerala’s anti-market 
policies and the suspicion of market-based expansion without control.61 There are multiple 
explanations to this model, like; politicization, a plural society, social reform groups and their 
leaders, communism/communist activist, and the position of women. It is argued that this 
unique model is due to the matrilineal system. It seems to have been developed in the eleventh 
century, and it was not practiced by all groups, but about half of the population did follow it. 
Also important to mention is that it wasn’t matriarchy. Families in Kerala were based on 
mothers’ homes and organized through the female line, but at the same time decision making 

                                                 
52 Savu, B. M., Dimitriu, M. C. (2012), The Promise and Default of the ‘Kerala Model’, The Romanian 
Economic Journal, 15(45), pp. 171-188, p. 171 
53 Ibid, p. 175 
54 Ibid, p. 173 
55 Interview with J. Devika, 2013-05-01 
56 Ibid, p. 175 
57 Rigg, J. (2007), The Everyday Geography of the Global South, Routhledge, s. 46 
58 Drèze, J., and Sen, A., (2005), India: Development and Participation, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, p. 231 
59 Sen, A. (1999), Development as Freedom, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.199 
60 Savu, B. M., Dimitriu, M. C. (2012), The Promise and Default of the ‘Kerala Model’, The Romanian 
Economic Journal, 15(45), pp. 171-188, p. 171 
61 Sen, A. (1999), Development as Freedom, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.91 
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and controlling were done by men.62 Daughters grew up to receive their men in their own 
family house, while the sons moved to their women’s house. Matriliny ended in the 1st 
December 1976. This was when the government of Kerala issued the Kerala Joint Hindu 
Family System Act63. The matrilineal system allowed physical mobility for girls and women, 
even though girls have attended school in Kerala for a long time. This has also made it 
possible for women to have an employment64. 

4.2 Households in Kerala  
Kerala has the second largest amount of female headed homes of states in India65. This is not 
due to the matrilineal system, but due to either divorces, or that the husband died or left the 
family. As mentioned earlier, the material system has ended and it is today common that when 
two people get married the wife moves to live with her husband and his parents. The husband 
is the head of his family and the father in-law is the head of his family. It is like two separate 
families sharing the same household. The women in the household are generally the ones 
being responsible for the household work, where the oldest woman has the controlling hand. 
Depending on if the married women are working and the household’s economic status, the 
wife and the mother in-law will share the household work. If the younger married woman has 
a good, well paid and respectable job, it is likely that the family will support her so that she 
can work even when she has children. Otherwise she will after becoming a mother probably 
quit her job and take care of the home and the children. Son preference in Kerala is very high, 
and the older the son gets the less he will have to help with household work. Girls are much 
more likely obliged to help out in the household, which is not always the case in richer 
families.66  

4.3 Water situation in Kerala 
The households’ relation with water is connected to the household’s access to drinking water. 
If you have piped water to a tap in or near your household, the time spent on daily work 
related to water will naturally be less than if you have to walk a long distance to get drinking 
water. The water is relatively well distributed in Kerala. Around 90 % of the households in 
Kerala have their source of drinking water located near or within the premises (Figure 3). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
62 Jeffrey, R. (2005), Legacies of Matrilinity: The Place of Women and the “Kerala Model”, Pacific 
Affairs, 77(4), pp. 647-664, p. 647-649 
63 Ibid., p. 651 
64 Ibid., p. 654-5 
65 Interview with J. Devika, 2013-05-01 
66 Ibid. 
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Figure 3: Location of drinking water source for households in Kerala, India. 
Source: Data from Census Info India 2011, 
http://www.devinfo.org/indiacensus2011/libraries/aspx/home.aspx (Illustrated by author) 
 
The households in Kerala receive drinking water from different sources. 62 % of the 
households get water from wells (covered and uncovered), 29 % from tap water (treated and 
untreated) and the rest from other sources such as springs, tanks, hand pumps etc (Figure 
4). 67 

 
Figure 4: Main source of drinking water for households in Kerala, India. 
Source: Data from Census Info India 2011, 
http://www.devinfo.org/indiacensus2011/libraries/aspx/home.aspx (Illustrated by author)  
 

                                                 
67 Census Info India 2011, (2011) Houses, Household Amenities and Assets, Available at: 
http://www.devinfo.org/indiacensus2011/libraries/aspx/home.aspx, Accessed 2013-04-22 

http://www.devinfo.org/indiacensus2011/libraries/aspx/home.aspx
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The water issues in Kerala are related to topographic aspects. The coastal area is low land, the 
inland is midland and the inner parts along the border to the state Tamil Nadu are hilly areas. 
The major problems are located in the midland area, due to the high density of people in that 
region. The midland area used to be an agricultural area, and the crops and vegetation made 
the water stay in the region. But the fast urbanization in the midland area and the switch from 
agricultural activities to an urban lifestyle has resulted in great water problems. The cities 
with its buildings and roads are not keeping the water from running down from the more hilly 
areas and out in the sea, in the same way as the fields and plantations did. There has also been 
a change in the land use patterns within the agricultural sector, resulting in a switch from 
mixed cropping to mono-cropping, and the cultivation of so called “cash-crops”, especially 
rubber, which requires more water. The high density of people in Kerala is furthermore 
causing problems on the water quality, since most of the water quality problems in the state 
are caused by human contamination. In that way the urbanization in Kerala has caused 
problems on both the quality and quantity of water.68 

During the time we spent in Kerala, April and May, the area had not experienced such a 
draught in 30 years. The ground water levels were 2-5 meters lower than normal. The water 
problems in Kerala are a combination of lack of quantity and quality of water. The 
groundwater levels are sinking at the same time as much of the surface water is 
contaminated.69 There is also a strong spatial variation in access to water in Kerala. The state 
receives big amounts of rain during monsoon period in June to August and also some 
recurring monsoon during September to November.70 

4.4 Introduction to the study area 
The study area is the village Chemmannummukal, and is located in the panchayat Ittiva 
(Figure 5). 

                                                 
68 Interview with Dr. G. Madhusoodanan Pillai, Executive Director at Sredha 2013-04-18 
69 Ibid. 
70 Interview with Prakashan Chellattan Veettil, Centre of Development studies 2013-04-14 

Ittiva 

Figure 5: The left maps shows Kollam district, and the green pin shows Ittiva, the study area. 
The right map shows Kerala state, where Ittiva is located. 
Source: Google maps (edited by the authors) 
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Indian areas are divided into wards, panchayats, blocks, districts and then states. 
Chemmannummukal is located in the ward Vayala, the panchayat Ittiva, the block 
Chadayamangalam, the district Kollam, and the state Kerala. 16 635 people live in Ittiva and 
4012 households are located in the area.71 

The access to water in Chemmannummukal is a seasonal problem. The peak summer 
months, March and April, are very dry and hot before the monsoon rain comes. The village is 
located in a hilly area, which makes the water shortage an even bigger problem. This is due to 
the slopes that make the water runoff. Some people even left their homes and moved to 
relatives during the worst water scarcity. There were no water institutions or NGO:s present in 
the area. There were no formal rules concerning the water, but there were informal rules. One 
informal rule was that the people in one community of the village were only allowed to take 
three to four ports of water from the water source at a time. There had not been any big 
conflict within the community regarding the water, only small ones which they solved 
themselves. 

The inhabitants of Chemmannummukal traditionally belong to different castes. The 
Hindu caste system has two systems of dividing people, called Varna and Jati. The Varna 
system is a division in four castes: Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, Sudras. Brahmins are 
ranked as highest, and were traditionally priests, Kshatriyas were the ruling groups, Vaishyas 
the traders, and Sudras the peasants and artisans. Those outside these four castes were 
considered as “untouchables”. Apart from Varna is the system of Jati, which is more 
complicating. There are thousands of divisions in Jati, depending on socioeconomic status and 
occupations. The Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST) are groups of 
“untouchable” people that are ranked the lowest in the society, outside the Varna system. The 
Other Backward Classes (OBC) is a group of people who is also outside the Varna system but 
is ranked in between the lowest caste in the Varna system and the SC and ST. The OBC have 
generally the same status in the Hindu caste system as the non-Hindus, like Muslims for 
example. So generally OBC has a slightly higher ranked status than SC, even though both 
groups are in the lower class of the Indian society. 72  Chemmannummukal is partly a 
Scheduled Caste (SC) community. Scheduled castes are the groups of people who 
traditionally have had the lowest status in the Indian society and the Hindu religion. They 
used to be called “untouchables” and stands outside the caste system. Today, the Indian 
constitution has outlawed untouchability, and the former “untouchables” are now referred to 
as dalits, but these people still face inequality in the society. 73  One of the women we 
interviewed in the village belonged to Other Backward Castes (OBC), which is also 
considered as lower class.  

                                                 
71 Census Info India 2011, (2011) Houses, Household Amenities and Assets, Available at: 
http://www.devinfo.org/indiacensus2011/libraries/aspx/home.aspx, Accessed 2013-04-22 
72 Zacharias, A. and Vakulabharanam, (2011), "Caste Stratification and Wealth Inequality in 
India", World Development, vol. 39, no. 10, pp. 1820-1833., p. 1821 
73 Dalit Solidarity, (n.d.) Dalits and Untouchability,  Available at: 
http://www.dalitsolidarity.org/dalits-and-untoucchability.html, Accessed 2013-04-26 
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5. THE HOUSEHOLDS’ GENDERED RELATION TO WATER 

In this chapter empirical results are presented and analyzed as they are mentioned through the 
written theories. The information was collected through two group interviews and four 
individual interviews with the villagers in Chemmannummukal. As earlier mentioned the 
individual interviewees were two women and two men. All interviews were held in the 
village. The first group discussion consisted of mixed castes, both Scheduled caste and other 
castes, and the second consisted of people from scheduled caste only. The two groups were 
living only a two minutes walk from each other. 

In the mixed caste group two of the women we talked to were construction workers. They 
did not work at that time because of the water scarcity, but during the monsoon they will go 
back to work. Many of the women worked in cashew factories, which is a big industry in 
Kerala, whereas many men worked as construction workers or at the rubber plantations. Some 
also worked outside Kerala. The households usually consisted of four to seven members. 
Figure 6 shows a picture taken of the participants at this group discussion. The second group 
interview consisted of inhabitants from a Scheduled caste community, SC community. 

The individual interviews were held with a 40 years old woman, from the other backward 
classes, OBC.  Her husband died 10 months ago from dengue fever and now she lives with 
her two daughters who are 16 and 21 years old. Her oldest daughter finished engineering and 
has a temporary job, which is the family’s main income. The second interview was held with 
a 38 years old man from the SC community. He lived with his wife and they have two sons, 4 
and 7 years old. He works at the rubber plantation with rubber tapping and his wife is a 
housewife. The third interview was with a 42 year old woman who also lived in the SC 

Figure 6: A photograph of the participants from the first group discussion (taken by our 
contact person at CDS). 
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community. She works as a construction worker, with all kinds of constructions buildings, 
roads, etc. They are five people in her household; herself, her daughter, son in law, 
granddaughter and mother in law. Her husband was a head load worker who was in injured 
from his work and got bedded for 10 years before he died. The last interview held was with a 
22 year old man, who was a student about to graduate in commerce. He lived with his mother, 
father, and his father’s parents. 

The information gathered from the interviews is divided into management and usage 
which were the themes of the questions discussed. 

5.1 Management of water 
Most people in the area had individual open wells, but all the wells were empty when we 
visited the area. The government had installed a public well in the SC community, which was 
also empty at the moment and can be seen in figure 7. 

 
To get water the people living in the mixed caste community travelled to paddy fields and by 
permission from the owner dug small ponds to fetch water. These ponds had to be removed 
during the monsoon when the owner used the land for cropping. During January and February 
water could be fetched from paddy fields located 0.5 kilometres away, but because of the 
drought in March and April, water had to be fetched from paddy fields located 1-2 kilometres 
from the village. Some people walked that distance, whereas some took a three wheels vehicle 
called auto-rickshaw. 20-25 women walked daily to collect water and they told us that no 
males were involved in collecting water. One woman walked one kilometre three to four 
times per day to collect water to her family. The people in the village were obviously not 
happy with the current water situation, but at the same time they told us that fetching water is 
“a part of life”. When people from the SC community walked together to fetch water, it 
started to become a social thing. The man from the SC community told us that some women 

Figure 7: A photograph of the dried out well (taken by 
the author). 
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got neck strains from fetching water. Some also got fever and throat infections from the heat 
and the hard work of fetching water. These problems could especially be an issue when water 
has to be collected from far distance. In the SC community, some people went even further 
away to fetch their water, since they did not have the same agreement with the landowner of 
the paddy fields. Some went as far as 7 km to fetch water from a temple pond. When 
collecting water from the temple pond, an auto-rickshaw was used, so that additional water 
could be collected at the same time. Usually five people went together, 2-3 times a week and 
collected 500 litres per time. When the water had to be collected from far distance with auto-
rickshaw, it was usually considered as the men’s duty. 

 
Gender differences in fetching water 
From interviews we got the statement that it is almost always the woman’s responsibility to 
fetch water. If the woman does not collect the water, she will still be the one who is 
responsible that there is water in the household. Usually it is women that collect water, but 
they are also assisted by their daughters and sons, and sometimes by their husband if the water 
needs to be collected from a long distance. According to the OBC woman interviewed, who 
gets her water from a paddy field pond, it is mainly her duty to fetch water and to make sure 
that there is water in the household, with help from her daughters. The procedure of fetching 
water seemed to differ between different households, but the women usually collected the 
water in the early morning. Then, whoever was available would help to collect water later in 
the day, where usually the children helped before leaving for school. 

A slightly different scenario was given by a man in a household where his mother was 
responsible for fetching the water, as she controls all the household activities in the house. 
The man had never helped with the household work, since he probably was from a wealthier 
family, and their water source was located only 200 meters from the house.  For this reason it 
is not for sure that the women’s situation, when it comes to fetching water, will be better if the 
household gets a closer water source. It seems to be even more a woman’s duty if the water 
source is located close to the household. When water was collected from longer distances it 
was considered as labour, where men to larger extent participate which could come of the 
division of production – reproduction. This could also be understood by the hard work of 
collecting water, where men are generally seen as physically stronger. But the gendered 
difference in collecting water could also be connected to the relation between space and 
gender, which is explained in the theoretical framework of production and reproduction. The 
woman is generally more strictly related to the private space, which is the household. The 
division of production and reproduction separates women’s and men’s work into a private and 
public sphere, where home is the private sphere. This means that men are moving more in the 
public sphere and from a longer distance from the house. This can explain why men are the 
ones fetching water from long distance.  Fetching water also seemed to be a men’s duty when 
it included a motor vehicle, and the OBC woman told us that they usually go with their own 
vehicle and it is the men who owns the motorbikes or auto-rickshaws. This shows that a motor 
vehicle is strongly related to men’s space. The space is gender organized depending on the 
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action done within the space, and the action of driving a motor vehicle is a part of the 
representation of being a man. It is not that the woman is not physically capable of driving the 
vehicle, but it is not seen as her duty to do it since it is not part of the representation of being 
woman. The motor vehicle also includes travelling in the public sphere, which further 
explains the correlation of being the representation of gender. 

It was also a men’s duty to fetch water when it was necessary to negotiate about the price 
of water. This can be related to the theory of production and reproduction, were it is stated 
that the economic sphere is culturally defined as the men’s world. That men are responsible 
for fetching water when it is related to pricing, can also be explained by the fact the husband 
generally is the head on the household in Kerala, and the one who makes the decisions 
concerning the household’s economy. When water instead was collected in a local area, with 
no price on the water, it was exclusively a women’s duty, the OBC women stated. 

The man from the SC community helped with fetching water, even if he did not travel on 
a motor vehicle or negotiated of the price. He walked to the water source three times a day 
together with his wife. During water shortage they shared the responsibility of fetching water, 
since the water had to be collected from more far distance and more water had to be collected. 
At other times of the year his wife went to a closer water source many times a day. This 
example also shows that even though the husband helps during some periods over the year, it 
was still the woman’s responsibility to fetch water and make sure there was water in the 
household. This again, can be related to the differences in production and reproduction, and 
that most of the household work includes water. 

If the woman from the OBC caste did not have to fetch water she said she would have 
several options in using the time saved; she could cultivate more vegetables, work at a cashew 
factory, or have more goats. She could also join the National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme, she said. That would give her 100 work days in one year from the government. The 
current problem was that the people in this Scheme have to be at their work every day, and 
not miss one single day. Nevertheless, because she had to put a lot of work managing the 
water, she would miss her workdays. The man from the SC community said that if he did not 
have to fetch water he would get a proper sleep, and the woman from the same community 
would get time to do more household activities.  The women had a lot more ideas of what 
they could do with their time than the men had. These ideas concerned both getting a job and 
get more time for the household work. The fact that the water situation was a vital part of 
women’s everyday life, can explain this difference. The women were the ones who talked 
more at the group discussions, and were the once who showed their emotions and concerns 
more than the men. This observation could be linked to production and reproduction. Because 
women through their work within reproduction are the one responsible for taking care of the 
children and responsible for providing the household with water, the water issues becomes a 
bigger part of their everyday life. This might have made them more eager to talk about these 
issues than men. 
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Intersectionality and the relations to water 
Some people in the SC community who could not afford paying for an auto-rickshaw, walked 
three times a day to fetch water from a nearer distance instead. The SC woman interviewed 
said that if she could afford she would rather go by auto-rickshaw. To get water in the 
morning she had to be at the water source very early, around 4 am, and sometimes when there 
were a lot of people at the water source, she had not returned home in time for work. Her 
situation would therefore improve if she could go by auto-rickshaw instead. This shows that 
one’s relation to water is related to economic capacity. If the SC woman had just a slightly 
better economic capacity she would be able to be back in time for work, but instead she lost 
even more money on her missed working days. This difference in the relation to water which 
is linked to economic capacity can be related to socio-economic aspects and intersectionality. 

Another example of how the economic capacity affects the access to water was shown in 
the group discussion with the mixed caste group. A young English-speaking man said that he 
just bought water from a water tank for his wedding, 1000 litres of water for 500 rupees. The 
fact that the young man could speak English and his appearance indicated that he was from a 
wealthier family. This shows how economic capacity correlates with the water situation, since 
a person from a poorer background in the village might not be able to pay for water in the 
same way. The difference in economic capacity and its impact on the relation to water shows 
that it is impossible to treat all women and all men as two homogenous groups, which can be 
explained by the concept of intersectionality. The economic capacity might also reflect the 
structures of caste, but since both SC and OBC traditionally have been treated as the lower 
class, it is difficult to state any differences in the water relation that was due to the caste 
structures.  

Something else that we could identify in the management of water was the importance of 
social network in the communities. Even though the two communities in the village where the 
group discussions were held were only a short walk from each other, the mixed caste group 
could fetch their water from a nearer distance. This was the result of agreements with the 
landowner that the SC community did not have. This difference could be a result of ethnic and 
caste networks. It can also be explained by the social network within the communities, and the 
cooperation between the neighbours. The social network to which one belongs to can be seen 
as an important aspect when discussing the relation to water, at least when it comes to where 
one fetches water. Whereas, when it comes to how one fetches the water depends on the 
economic capacity. This indicates that both social network and economic capacity are 
important aspects when identifying the different relations to water.  

5.2 Water usage  
From both group discussions it was stated that people in the village used about 30-40 litres of 
water per household and day. They used the water for washing dishes and clothes, cleaning, 
cooking, for baths and after toilet visits. When having the individual interviews the difference 
between men and women could be distinguished. Both women that we interviewed told us 
that they use the water for washing dishes and clothes, cleaning, cooking, for baths, after toilet 
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visits and for taking care of the domestic animals. While the men answered that they used the 
water for drinking, bathing and after toilet visits. This shows that women were using more 
water than men, though it was not only for themselves but for activities in the household. The 
difference in usage can be understood through the theory of production and reproduction. As 
explained earlier, production, which means paid work, is a typical man’s work, and 
reproduction, the unpaid household labour is a typical woman’s work. Because the women 
would take care of the household activities, as stated under the chapter about households in 
Kerala and from the interviews, they were also the ones using more water. 

From the interviews we did, the differences in usage of water seemed to be more 
connected to gender aspects only, than to aspects of caste. There was a clear difference 
between men and women but no significant difference between the two women we spoke to. 
From the chapter about households in Kerala it is acknowledged that women are the ones 
responsible for the household work. In our case the two castes are close to each other in the 
hierarchy of castes. If we had interviewed a woman from a higher caste we might have seen a 
difference in usage, especially when comparing a wealthier with a poorer family. A wealthier 
family is more likely to have a housekeeper and the wife would no longer be the one carrying 
out the household activities. Age also plays an important role as girls might be obliged to help 
with some of the household activities, even if it is not their responsibility. When you get a 
family of your own the responsibility for the household activities also follows. This could be 
identified through the interview with the SC woman. It was her daughter’s duty to get water 
for the family, while the SC woman could have a work. This could also be explained by how 
social relations with in the household changes over time. When the daughter becomes a 
mother it is her job to take care of her baby, as a result from women being responsible for 
reproduction. Automatically she also becomes responsible for the household work. 

It could be said that as the categories through intersectionality changes with gender, age 
and status, the social relations within the household adjusts to that. This changes the 
responsibilities for production and reproduction, which affects the difference in usage of 
water in the household. This could be illustrated with the SC woman, when her daughter 
became a mother, which effected the social relations between the women in the household. 
This woman is now the mother of a baby, her mother is a grandmother and a mother to a 
grown up daughter. This shifts the responsibilities for activities in the household, as the 
daughter now consequently will use more water when she has become a mother. The older 
woman also has an outside employment, since she is a widow and can therefore be associated 
with the productive sphere as well. 

In another household than the one above, the daughter had studied and had now an 
outside employment to earn an income and was therefore not responsible for fetching water. 
Instead it was her mother who was responsible for the household and the water related issues. 
This indicated that it is not always age and gender that set the agenda for who should be 
responsible for the water in the household, but also education, employment and socio-
economic background. This shows that the gendered relations to water can differ. The relation 
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to water therefore seems to be strongly related to which position you have in the household, if 
you are the mother, the daughter, the husband, the mother in law, etc. 

 
Private and public spaces 
During the hot summer some people, mostly men, in the mixed caste group travelled about 
seven kilometres to get their daily baths. The woman from the OBC caste took her baths at 
home in a temporary bathroom made of coconut leaves. Because water was very precious to 
her she did not want to contaminate it by taking baths where she gets her water. The woman 
from the SC community would clean her hands over her plants to use the water as efficient as 
possible. Also when she took her baths she used the waste water for irrigation of coconut 
trees. The man from the SC community bathed twice a day when there was al lot of water, but 
during the dry summer period he bathed once a day, if it was a good day, and walked half a 
kilometre for this. Some of his neighbours in the SC community travelled 7 kilometres to bath 
as some of the people in the mixed caste group did. 

This result suggests that there is a gender difference in where one takes ones baths. The 
two women interviewed took their baths at home, in private, but the men walked away from 
home to take their baths and in the public. This could be explained through the separation of 
private and public spaces were women traditionally are connected to the private and men to 
the public. This is interrelated with the division between production and reproduction, as 
production is situated in the public sphere, while women are connected to the private sphere 
where the reproduction takes place. This division could reflect upon men’s and women’s 
differences in bathing, where female bodies are regarded as private and male bodies as more 
public.  

Another difference between men and women and the separation of spaces was that 
women needed more water during their menstruation, but they were not allowed to fetch 
water or visit temples or bath in the temple pond during this time. This was because women 
were considered impure during their menstruation and instead had to arrange help to get 
water. The women were, however, allowed to use water in the household and for their own 
needs. The fact that women were considered impure during their menstruation made their 
water situation more complicated, only due to the fact they have a female body.  Still, women 
were physical capable of fetching water during their menstruation. This can be related to 
representations of women and their bodies, where women were considered impure during 
their menstruation. Women were, however, still strongly connected to reproduction because 
they were able to carry out those tasks, despite the fact that she was considered impure. The 
procedure of fetching water was on the other hand not as strongly correlated to reproduction 
and women. The difference between fetching water outside the house and managing water 
inside the house could therefore be explained by the separation of public and private spaces. 
Household work inside the house was strongly related to women, but the further away from 
the house the less obvious it was that it would be a woman’s duty. This also means that during 
a week every month the gendered relation to water changes, which shows the way gendered 
relations are different and situated.  
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5.3 Health issues and awareness of the water situation 
During the group discussion with the people from the SC community there was a feeling of 
anger when their water issues were discussed. Especially the women were showing their 
frustration. Concerning health issues a mother showed her small boy’s naked back and the 
skin allergies he had got because of the water, she said. In both communities small children 
and adults had got skin allergies and marks on their bodies which they told us was due to 
bathing in the water, even though it was not clear what was wrong with the water. When we 
asked the SC group if they were worried to get sick of the water we were told that they did not 
get sick from the water. However, at the same time these people suffered from skin problems, 
dysentery, fever, vomiting and diarrhoea, where especially small kids were affected. 
Therefore, it was likely that these symptoms were due to waterborne diseases. It appeared like 
the people in the mixed caste community did not suffer from waterborne diseases in the same 
way. This could be because they got their water from different water sources or because the 
difference of purification of water. The villagers purified their water with local methods, by 
keeping the water aside and let the sediment settle. The water was then boiled and used for 
drinking and cooking. However, everyone did not purify their water; many of the participants 
in the SC group regularly drank the water without purification or boiling. The SC man 
interviewed was consuming both boiled and non-boiled water and was not worried about its 
quality. But he worried about his sons getting allergies from bathing in the contaminated 
water. The woman from the OBC caste, however, said that she feared waterborne diseases 
during scarcity, while the SC woman had no fear at all. This showed a difference between the 
castes about the awareness of how the water could affect them, as caste belonging could affect 
the possibility to have an education and possibly affect the awareness. Another explanation 
could be the difference between the communities and awareness regarding water quality. 

One mutual opinion about the water in the village regarded the water from the panchayat, 
the local administration. Every twentieth day, during water scarcity, the panchayat delivered 
water in tanks to the village. The water was purified from germs by bleaching powder, 
chlorine. The villagers had heard that this water could make the hair fall off and give skin 
allergies. They had also heard that in nearby villages the water had not been delivered as 
promised and sometimes the panchayat had failed to deliver the amount of water needed for 
all the people in the village. The woman from the OBC caste feared this water and did not 
trust the panchayat, whereas the woman from the SC community did not have the same fear. 
These opinions seem to differ more between different geographical locations, rather than 
between genders, ages, classes and castes. All of the four people interviewed wanted to have 
their water delivered from their own wells, they did not trust any water delivered from 
elsewhere. In that way the man from the SC community believed that he could control the 
water and he would know if it was contaminated, as in contrast to the water from the 
panchayat. The young man also wanted water from his own well and feared water borne 
diseases if it was brought to him elsewhere. 

This thesis, as stated in previous research about gender and water, aims to contribute with 
a greater understanding for exposed people and their relation to the water situation on a 
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household level and how these people’s situation can be improved. This is another part of the 
relationship to water that is important to understand in order to improve people’s water 
situation. The mistrust to the panchayat has led to mistrust to the water delivered elsewhere. 
This means that if improvements for these villagers would mean water delivered from the 
panchayat or from elsewhere, they might not want to use it. Or they would use it but not feel 
good about it and maybe always be worried about losing their hair etc. Instead they want their 
own water that they can trust and control, and in order to improve their water situation one 
either have to gain back their trust to the panchayat or give them the local solutions they want. 
One idea is to educate and show them solutions that might make the water stay in their wells 
for a longer time or how they can collect rainwater. The people in the village had heard about 
some water schemes from national and state level that would reach them through the 
panchayat. This had obviously not been realized, but the villagers though that they had not 
tried to do anything to make the panchayat improve the water situation.  

The woman from the OBC caste believed that they could solve the water situation 
themselves by making improvements by increasing the depth of their wells. The man from the 
SC community believed that there was “no way to affect the water situation, only nature itself 
can help”. The woman from the same community believed that if she could bore a 600-feets 
well the water situation could change and she would have enough water. However, at that 
moment she did not have the economic capacity to do that. The young man from the mixed 
caste community had a lot of ideas about how the water situation could be improved. He 
feared the future, because the paddy fields where they collected their water were being 
replaced for other purposes than cropping rice such as tapioca or other cash crops. According 
to him, they could improve their water situation in the area by rainwater harvesting and by 
growing more vegetation around the houses. The vegetation could hold more water in the soil 
so that the water did not run down from the hilly areas and out in the sea. He also thought that 
they could dig moisture pits, holes in the ground that could be filled with moisture, and again 
grow vegetation around the wells to make the water stay. The young man seemed to have 
more long term solution of the water situation, and he also had different solutions. This could 
be related to the fact that he had a higher education, compared to the rest of the interviewed 
people. Higher education can be seen as a category within intersectionality, which gives him 
more knowledge and ability to reflect more over solutions to the water scarcity. Education can 
also affect whether an individual believe that she or he is able to affect her or his situation. 
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6. THE COMPLEXITY OF GENDERED RELATION TO WATER 

The gendered relationship to water is both complex and dynamic. It depends not only on 
gender and its connection to production and reproduction but also on other categories within 
intersectionality, such as age, caste, education etc., and the composition of the household as 
well as the social relations within it. Throughout the life course the mentioned categories 
changes for men and women within the households, which also change the responsibilities for 
production and reproduction and the usage and management of water in the household. Even 
over shorter time periods the categories within intersectionality transforms as seen in the 
situation when the women had their menstruation. The representation of being a woman is 
different when she has her period and when she has not. This restricts her household activities 
concerning fetching water. Seen over a year the relation to water from a gender perspective 
can change, due to the change in the water availability. When the water becomes scarce, 
people have to travel longer distances and at the same time fetch more water. Men are in this 
way more responsible to fetch the water, as it also becomes harder work, sometimes including 
negotiating with the prize and a travel on a motor vehicle, further away from the household. 
These attributes fits better to the representation of a man, the public sphere and production, 
where the division of labour in the household change. This also shows that it is not necessarily 
the activity itself that is related to the category of male or female, but where it takes place. 

Within the theory of intersectionality it is said the all men or all women cannot be treated 
as the same social group and that other categories such as age, social class and ethnicity has to 
be considered, see chapter 3.2. Our results shows that all these categories cannot be treated 
the same over time. How ones categories affect the relation to water is not a static fact. The 
relation is dynamic, which makes time an important aspect along with the earlier mentioned 
dimensions related to intersectionality and social relations within the household. 

Concerning usage of water the difference between men and women was very clear. 
Women used more water, due to the division between production and reproduction. This 
makes us believe that the woman is very strongly connected to the household, despite that she 
belongs to other categories, such as caste. Management, in this case fetching water, on the 
other hand was not as strongly connected to the women as in comparison to usage. Fetching 
water could as mentioned, be a man duty, though it was always a woman’s responsibility. The 
division between reproduction and production made the woman responsible for water because 
she was responsible for the household work and the water related issues. Through 
reproduction she was also strongly connected to the private sphere. Fetching water includes 
moving in public space, and the longer away from the private sphere the less obvious it was 
that fetching water was the woman’s duty. As mentioned earlier this shows how the 
representation of a woman is strongly connected to the private sphere. This was also seen in 
the situation of having a bath, where women did it in the private house, while the men did so 
more in public. Worries, awareness and education seemed to play an important role when 
discussing health issues. A difference in awareness between castes was shown and in this case 
the role of intersectionality, the belonging to other categories such as caste, plays a greater 



 
35 

part than the role of gender. Caste belonging could give different opportunities to education or 
water source. This in turn could affect the awareness and also how to manage the water to get 
well from related health issues. Awareness related to education became even more evident 
when discussing how to improve the water situation where the most educated interviewee 
seemed to have a greater understanding of the problems concerning water and more long term 
solutions. This again shows the importance not only take into account the aspect of gender, as 
mentioned in an earlier study in northern India in chapter 3.1. Social class and caste plays an 
important role, why the aspect of intersectionality is very important to take into consideration. 

One very essential part of all these aspects mentioned earlier and in this discussion, is 
place, since water as a resource is unequally distributed over the world. Some places have less 
and some has more access to water. This sets the conditions and lays the foundation for how 
to supply the households with water and the social relations with in the household. As written 
in the chapter below 3.3, The household; the members of the household manage, maintain and 
sometimes change these relations and arrangements, in a historical and geographical context. 
Looking at these issues in different places will certainly give very different results. But in 
order to understand and help people improve their water situation it is very important to 
understand the local gendered relation to water and in this way deliver place-specific 
solutions.  

As stated in chapter 3.1, when it comes to effectiveness in water projects, it is important 
to involve women. Through the study in Chemmannummukal this is now further understood, 
since women are the ones doing the major daily work with water and showing much 
frustration about the water situation. If these women’s experiences also could be used to 
improve the situation, together with educated knowledge of water, an efficient and sustainable 
result would probably be gained. At the same time did the men have difference experience 
when collecting water from a longer distance, why it is important that women and men have 
an equal say and ability do make decisions regarding their water situation.       

6.1 Further research 
As mentioned above place and the spaces of the everyday are essential in understanding the 
gendered relation to water. Therefore, a suggestion for further research is to look at the same 
issues but at different locations to deepen the understanding for these issues, but also to 
understand the differences between places. Furthermore, to understand how diverse aspects 
differ between places like culture, the composition of the household and the social relations 
within it, the division of production and reproduction, as well as the representation of women 
and men, along with other categories suggested in intersectionality. Another dimension for 
further research is the way water in the productive sphere is being used. This was never 
mentioned in the interviews of this thesis, besides related to caring for the livestock and for 
watering plants. Another aspect in order to help people improve their water situation is to 
understand how they want to have their water delivered and why. This is another aspect of the 
relation to water that we just touch upon within this thesis, as it could be a topic for a thesis by 
itself.   
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APPENDIX 1 – TABLE OF INTERVIEWS WITH RESEARCHERS  

A table of the interviews held is shown below. The table includes title, name, date and the 
form of the interview. Two of the informants were researchers at the Center for Development 
Studies, CDS. CDS is a research institution mainly financed by the government of Kerala and 
the Indian Council of Social Science Research. One of the informants was from Sredha; a 
non-government research and consultant institution in Kerala. 
 
 
Title Name Dates Interview form 
Assistant Professor at CDS 
within agricultural and resource 
economic 

Ph. D. Prakashan 
Chellattan Veetil 

2013-04-14 
2013-04-16 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Executive Director at Sredha and 
GIS-consultant 

Dr. G. 
Madhusoodanan 
Pillai and A-S. 
Promodhlal 

2013-04-18 Semi-structured 
interview 

Assistant Professor at CDS 
within agricultural and resource 
economics and colleague 

Ph. D. Prakashan 
Chellattan Veetil 
and Sreejith 
Aravindakshan 

2013-04-25 Informal talk 

Associate Professor at CDS 
within Gender Studies 

Ph. D. J. Devika 2013-05-01 Semi-structured 
interview 
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APPENDIX 2 – GROUP DISCUSSION IN CHEMMANNUMMUKAL 

In the group discussions we were focusing on three themes: Management of water, usage of 
water and attitudes concerning water. The questions prepared for the discussion were the 
following: 
 
Background information: 

• How old are you? 
• How many people live in your household? 

 
Management 

• How do you get water? 
o If collecting water:  

 Who in your household collects water?  
 How far from the household is the water source?  
 Approximately how much time is spent every day on collecting water? 

• Do you have to purify your water? 
o If yes:  

 Who in your household purifies the water?  
  How is the water purified? 
 Approximately how much time is spent every day on purifying water? 

• Is there a variation over the year in how you get your water? 
o If yes:  

 How is the variation over the year?  
 

Usage 
• For what purposes do you use water? 
• Is there a variation over the year in how you use water? 

o If yes: 
 How is the variation over the year? 

 
Worries and how to affect 

• What are your main concerns/thoughts about water? 
o Are you worried that you will get sick of the water? 
o Are you worried about that the water will not last? 

• Do feel that you can affect your situation concerning water? 
• How would you like to have your water delivered and how much are you willing to 

pay for it? 
• Do you think water should be a public good? 
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APPENDIX 3 – INTERVIEWS IN CHEMMANNUMMUKAL 

Last time we got the information that many women in the village work in cashew factories, 
but what does the men in the village work with? 
 
Usage 

• For what purposes do you use water? 
• Is there a variation over the year in how you use water?  

o If yes: In what way? As an example: Do you have to travel far to bath all year 
around or only during the drought? 

 
Management  

• How is the water in this family collected? 
• How is the duty to collect water divided between the members of the household?  

o If it is the women’s duty: Why is it usually a woman’s duty to collect water? 
o If it is the men’s duty: Why is it usually a man’s duty to collect water?  

• Among the children, is there a difference in age if it is their duty to collect water?  
• Is there a difference between sons and daughters?  
• Who in the household is responsible to make sure that the household have water?   

 
Worries and how to affect 

• What are your main concerns/thoughts about water?  
o Are you worried that you will get sick of the water?  
o Are you worried about that the water will not last? 

• Do you feel that you can affect your situation concerning water? 
• How would you like to have your water delivered?  
• Who do you want to deliver the water? 
• If you did not have to collect water, how would you spend that time instead?  
• Do you ever stay home from work or school to collect water? 
• Do you fetch water in company with others?  

o Is fetching water a socializing thing? 
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