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Feminist Sanitary Engineering in Namaqualand, South Africa

Over ten years ago, Sandra Harding put forward the Science question in feminism, to try to
find out not what science can do for women, but what feminism can do for science.
Similarly, Donna Haraway, focusing on technology, asks what happens when people who
work in the technoscientifical field continue to do so while trying to take responsibility for
consequences of their work.

This has become a challenge for me. As an engineer, I need to ask the engineering question in
feminism, or what it is to be a feminist engineer.

How do I work if I am to remain an engineer, and apply feminist theory and practice in my
daily work?

My focus is on water and sanitation in the South, but I hope to contribute to a more general
understanding of feminist engineering as well.

In the field of water and sanitary engineering, there are many connections to end users,
making gender issues rather easy to identify. There are many alternative ways to handle water
and waste water, and decisions and choices can have big effects  for users as well as those
who work with the technologies.

There is an increasing awareness of the importance of gender sensitivity in what we call
development projects in the South. Gender here usually means that women are involved as
labour, like in road construction, or caretakers of for example new water pumps. There are
also pure women’s projects, like micro credit programmes only for women, and so on. Most
of this is of course positive, but I feel there is a gap between these practical gender and
women’s programmes and the feminist or gender theory developed around the world. When
women are involved as resources in projects, this has not always meant that the women have
been given a chance to influence the focus of the project. It is not recognised that if the
women were involved in the planning process as well, this may change a project altogether.
This is especially so as the concept of development is itself being critisised.

Sandra Harding talked earlier this week about different knowledge systems. The presence of
these lead to different priorities, but they are rarely acknowledged as equally important by
western experts.



It is my aim in this project that I am working on to find ways to link the two; gender sensitive
development programmes on the one hand and feminist theory on the other, so that gender
issues and feminist thinking can be brought into the heart of technological development.

So, to find out what this can mean in practice, I have spent some time in a village in
Namaqualand in northwestern South Africa, where a local development group is planning
activities to upgrade housing, water supply and sanitation facilities, as part of the national
Reconstruction and development programme.

Namaqualand is a very hot and dry area. In the village where I was, houses are made of straw,
a piped water supply with yard taps is under construction, and most houses had no toilet or
latrine.

If I take the example of toilets, many people I talked to said they wanted tohave water flush
toilets, as they have seen in the white farmers’ houses. Community leaders have realised that
this will be far too expensive, both to install and to use, when water has to be paid for. So
there is a need to find and introduce an alternative, that people can be satisified with.

The identification of a viable alternative to water toilets cannot be done by an outsider
consultant alone, or by one or two community leaders. If the choice is to be accepted, the
selection process must be participatory, involving all community members with their
knowledge systems in evaluations and comparisons.

My role as an outsider engineer will at best be to present different alternatives and discuss
them, and keep in mind that gender issues are not forgotten.

I think of three different levels where gender issues need to be considered, and where feminist
or gender theory can help to ask relevant questions and suggest answers.

Gender issues can be identified on the household level, where the choice of technology
depends on who is  responsible for water supply, toilet cleaning, paying the water bill, and
who is then making the choice.

On the community level, the local development group is or is not aware of women’s and
men’s different experiences and needs, and the composition of the group itself is important. It
is also important to know who attend community meetings.

In the South African village where I was, I did not find the generalised picture where we think
of Southern women being solely responsible for household and water without control over the
sources and finances. This may be due to the pattern of work, as both women and men worked
at the same farms, earning money for the common household. In this village, anyone could be
seen to collect water. And it was often the women who explained that they had decided that
they wanted a toilet, and then told the husband to build one. On community level, women
were less visible or active. They did not go to community meetings, although when you asked
them, they had many ideas. The community leaders need to find ways to deal with this, by
visiting the women where they are, rather than waiting for them to come to the meetings
where they did not feel they belong.



The third level is the community as a whole in relation to its surroundings. In my reading of
feminist writers from the South, I am reminded that feminism is not only about women and
men. It is as much about other hierarchies and power relations, like class, race and not the
least the North South power imbalance.

Returning to the choice of toilet system, there are thus also other aspects when it comes to
choice and design of technologies.

In South Africa, race is of course still important. With the knowledge of how the
neighbouring Whities have lived and live, it is difficult to discuss and accept that now when
the standard of living is finally improved with support from the government, it will not reach
these levels.

Bearing this in mind, and knowing that the local development group is aware of this fact, I
hope that they will be able to motivate and discuss alternatives in positive terms rather than
“only what we can afford”.

If a poor rural household decides to install a water flush toilet, they will become indebted and
they have to pay water for the flushing.

If, on the other hand, the household installs some kind of dry system, a composting toilet, it
can be made of local materials, it will cost them nothing in running costs, and it will provide
them with fertile soil to use for gardening. Instead of bringing costs, it thus can help the
household to grow more of  their own food instead of buying. By taking care of the nutrients,
the surrounding water sources will be protected from pollution.

These are some of the aspects that I want to include in my interpretation of feminist sanitary
engineering.


