
‘ IM PER I A L R ICE’ AND ‘SUBA LT ER N MILLETS’
Cereals as resources in Odisha (India) and beyond*

Roland Hardenberg

A B ST R ACT. In the highlands of Odisha in eastern India the Dongria Kond, a so-called ‘tribal 
community’, cultivates different types of millets which are consumed as staple foods. These mil-
lets are intimately linked to the Dongria Kond’s way of life as shifting cultivators and, from the 
perspective of the coastal populations, mark their ‘low’ status. In recent decades, governmental 
agencies and NGOs have introduced rice schemes into the highlands, leading the Dongria to 
adopt rice as a ‘high-status’ staple food, as well as an important offering to various deities. Rice 
has become a resource that connects the mountain-dwellers with politicians, traders and mon-
ey-lenders from different places, though many of these often commercial relationships appear 
highly ambivalent to them. Rice can be seen as an ‘imperial crop’ (Chris Gregory) that competes 
with ‘subaltern millets’, a process that, according to archaeologists, has occurred on different 
continents in the past. However, although millets are often marginalized in this process, one can 
also observe trends that work in the opposite direction.

I n t r o d u c t I o n

The present article deals with cereals as ‘resources’ through which social relationships 
and identities are created, sustained and reproduced.1 The ethnographic focus is on 
India, and more exactly on the Dongria Kond, an ethnic community whose members 
reside in the Niamgiri Mountains of Odisha, Rayagada District, in eastern India (Fig. 
1). The Dongria, as they are referred to here for brevity’s sake, and in accordance with 
local usage, are shifting cultivators who cultivate various types of cereals, pulses, tubers 
and fruits in mixed fields located on steep mountain slopes. Most products grown in 
the swiddens are used for subsistence, but some are bartered or sold in the market or 
used in exchanges with other communities. The Dongria spend many hours every day 
in cultivating and weeding their fields. At harvest time they even stay in temporary 
huts in their swiddens day and night in order to protect their crops from wild animals. 
Furthermore, most of their rituals are more or less directly concerned with shifting 
cultivation and the care of crops: gods and spirits are offered sacrifices in order to make 
the soil fertile, protect the crops from insects, let the plants grow and prevent heavy 
rainfall or drought. It is perhaps no exaggeration to suggest that the Dongria spend a 

* I would like to express my thanks to Barbara Eichhorn (Goethe University Frankfurt), for her help 
with the archaeological literature discussed at the end of the present article and to the anonymous 
reviewers who made very useful comments on a draft version.

1 See the Introduction to this collection by Peter Berger and myself.
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significant part of their lives carrying out the many activities related to the cultivation 
and harvesting of crops, which constitute the major source of their wealth. The fact that 
the local name for cereals is ‘lahi’, a word which is also used to address the local goddess 
of wealth, Lahi Penu, corresponds to this observation.

Figure 1: Location of Rayagada District, Odisha, India (Antur. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:OrissaRayagada.png [accessed September 11, 2018])

The main of cereals cultivated by the Dongria are different types of millet used to pre-
pare either dry or liquid foods. For some decades now millet as a staple food has been 
in competition with rice, which is rarely cultivated by the Dongria themselves. Rice is 
provided by the government of Odisha either free of cost or at subsidized prices within 
the framework of various development schemes. In addition, Dongria can buy or barter 
rice in the markets located in the nearby valleys. Some parts of the Niamgiri mountains 
also allow the cultivation of rice in terraced fields, but this work is mostly carried out by 
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members of another community, the Dombo, traditionally weavers who nowadays often 
work as traders and cultivators.

The present article discusses the impact of rice on local forms of production, dis-
tribution and consumption, which in the past were heavily shaped by the cultivation and 
use of millets. A major finding is that millet is what Peter Berger and myself call ‘subal-
tern food items’ (see Introduction), while rice acts, in the words of Chris Gregory, as an 
‘imperial crop’. Different types of millet continue to be intimately linked with subaltern 
(here tribal) status, local identities, rural consumption patterns and the worship of an-
cestors, while rice represents national identities, commercial relationships with people 
from the market towns and the worship of more distant deities. Rice also symbolizes 
the supralocal power of politicians and office-holders, whose development schemes are 
seemingly turning the Dongria into ‘rice citizens’.2

I begin this article by briefly introducing the fieldwork on which this argument 
about the social and political implications of different grains is based and by describing 
the present situation. The data were collected over a period of sixteen months between 
2001 and 2003, a time when non-Indian researchers were still able to move freely in 
tribal areas. Since then the situation has changed dramatically, making it almost impos-
sible for Western scholars to continue ethnographic fieldwork among the Dongria. In 
the central part of this article, I summarize my major findings about local categories of 
cereals, their production and use, as well as the changes that have occurred because 
of the introduction of subsidized rice. After presenting my main argument about the 
‘marginalization’ of millet in India, I end by linking my findings to some long-term 
transformational processes described by archaeologists for different parts of the world. 
The argument is that rice has competed with millet at different times and for various 
reasons and that, although millet is often marginalized in this process, one can also 
observe trends that work in the opposite direction.

th e  f I e l d  s I t u a t I o n:  r e s e a r c h  I n  o d I s h a  ( I n d I a )

Since the time of my fieldwork from 2001 to 2003 it has become increasingly difficult to 
continue research in this area due to the insurgency of Maoist groups called Naxalites 
(Shah 2017). The struggle between the government and these rebels has become more 
violent and has undermined the region’s internal security. The Odisha government has 
restricted access to the highlands for foreign researchers, especially after two Italians 
were kidnapped in 2012 and only released after the Chief Minister set free a number of 
arrested rebels. Another important cause of instability in the region has been the con-
flict over the mining plans of Vedanta Aluminium, a British-Indian company controlled 
by Anil Agarwal (Hardenberg 2016a). In 2003 the government granted this company 

²  See the contribution by Katharina Graf in this collection.
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the right to mine bauxite and to construct a power plant and refinery in the area in-
habited by the Dongria. Soon, opponents of industrial development in the tribal areas 
accused Vedanta of violating environmental and communal rights and of disregarding 
the will of the people concerned. Years of protest followed involving the highest courts 
of the country until finally, in 2013, the Supreme Court of India rejected an appeal filed 
by Vedanta.3

As these developments prevented me from continuing my research in this area, the 
picture I present here refers to the situation I encountered during the time of my field-
work about fifteen years ago. At that time, the Dongria numbered about eight thousand 
people distributed over roughly a hundred villages spread throughout the Niamgiri 
mountain range. The Dongria speak a Dravidian language called ‘Kuwi’ (or ‘Kuvi’; see 
Israel 1979), but they can also converse in Desia, a variant of Odiya that acts as a lin-
gua franca in this area, and some also in Telugu, the language spoken in neighbouring 
Andhra Pradesh. They have managed to retain a high degree of autonomy by rejecting 
certain influences from outside. Dongria did not allow Christian missionaries to settle 
in their villages and therefore did not convert to Christianity, unlike many other Konds 
in Odisha. They actively fought (and continue to fight) against anybody interested in 
taking their land. The Dongria consider the mountains to be ancestral land belonging 
to certain clans, whose members have to conduct various sacrifices to the many spiritual 
forces that inhabit these territories. Finally, their reputation for violence, as well as the 
remoteness of the place, which during the time of my fieldwork was covered by dense 
forests and only partially accessible by road, strengthened the Dongria’s attempts to seal 
themselves off from the outside world.4

s o c I a l  a n d  c o s m I c  d I m e n s I o n s  o f  r I c e

In 2017, Chris Gregory (Australian National University) delivered the Jensen Lectures 
at the Frobenius Institute, Frankfurt am Main, on Lakshmi Jagar, a 31,000-lines epic 
sung by Halbi-speaking women in Bastar, Chattisgarh (India).5 The epic is about the 
goddess of wealth, Lakshmi, who is identified with rice. A major point made by Gregory 
throughout his lectures was that any deep understanding of this epic requires an excel-
lent knowledge of rice cultivation, different plants, wildlife and climatic conditions. 

3 See Padel and Das (2010).
4 The ethnography presented below may strike some readers as too abstract and as having been gen-

eralized from the specific contexts I observed and the actual people I talked to during my fieldwork. 
However, I have chosen this kind of representation specifically in order to make a general argument 
about cereals as resources and their impact on social relationships and identities. A more detailed 
ethnography can be found in Hardenberg (2018).

5 Gregory and Vaishnav (2003), Gregory (2004). The lectures can be viewed on the Frobenius Insti-
tute’s YouTube channel (https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLpOvC5j_2BIUZaCs2Bg56MZmp
tfPABnp- [accessed September 11, 2018]).
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He described how he began to understand the epic while participating in agricultural 
practices, listening to the women while working in the fields, and recording their expert 
knowledge of the rice plant and its various phases of growth. In other words, in his 
interpretation the epic is at the same time about the fate of a goddess and the growth of 
rice as a plant, since from the narrators’ point of view the two aspects are inseparable.

In a similar way, the cereals the Dongria grow on their swiddens are both food and 
goddess, a result and a representation of divine agency. In this sense, the role of cereals 
among the Dongria can be compared to that of maize in Mexico, wheat in Morocco and 
Uzbekistan, and rice or millet among the Gadaba: they nourish, give life and contain 
spiritual value.6 As already noted, in Dongria all cereals are called ‘lahi’, a term also 
used for the goddess. The name ‘Lahi’ is probably a local rendition of ‘Lakhsmi’, the 
goddess of rice and wealth in Hindu temples. In recitations, the Dongria call her ‘Aya’ 
(‘mother’) and address her as ‘Sita Penu – Lahi Penu’, ‘penu’ meaning ‘deity’, while ‘Sita’ 
is another name for the goddess.7 A bundle of rice, for example, is used in rituals to 
represent Lahi, and when the Dongria want to bring this goddess into their house, they 
use small baskets filled with cereals and store them in the attic. Lahi also very literally 
represents wealth, in the sense of abundant food and money. Thus, for the Dongria any 
gift of rice is incomplete without some money, whether a coin or a bank note. Another 
example of the nexus between rice and wealth is the unit of measurement for cereals 
(mana), which is also used to count money. I witnessed a bride-taker returning each gift 
of a thousand Rupees with one mana while presenting his bride-wealth to his bride-
givers. Furthermore, rice is intimately connected with valuable objects. Thus, whenever 
the Dongria use sacred knives or bronze images of gods in rituals, they keep them in 
baskets filled with paddy (kuling).

The main cereals the Dongria grow on their swiddens are little millet (hiko), finger 
millet (dare), pearl millet (arka) and sorghum (kuye). Irrigated cultivation of rice (kuli) 
is limited to those areas that provide a relatively flat terrain and sufficient water from 
nearby streams (Fig. 2). Such sites are often found in the foothills, the hill slopes being 
much too steep and offering less suitable conditions for wet-rice cultivation. The wet-
rice fields (merang) are private property, which means that their owners possess legal 
documents certifying their ownership, so-called ‘pota’. The swiddens on the hill slopes 
(neta) are different in legal terms because they belong to the state and cannot be sold or 
bought. The Dongria’s swidden cultivation is therefore officially illegal, but is generally 
tolerated by the state.

6 See respectively the contributions by Anja Bohnenberger, Katharina Graf, Jeanine Dağyeli and Peter 
Berger in this collection.

7 In ritual language, Dongria priests ‘speak in pairs’ as James Fox called the use of parallelism, i.e. the 
uttering of phrases in duplicate form. In this case, the name of goddess Lakshmi, the wife of Vishnu, 
is paired with the name of another goddess, who is married to Rama, an incarnation of Vishnu. Such 
‘pairs’ usually express similarity and difference at the same time.
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Figure 2: Terraced rice fields at the foot of a mountain (all photos: R.H.) 

I heard of many cases of the Dongria leasing their rice land to Dombo families (Har-
denberg 2017). The Dombo are officially classified as a Scheduled Caste. They live in 
the same villages as the Dongria, but usually some distance away from the main village 
because of their lower status. The Dongria do not intermarry with them, nor do they 
take food from them or allow them to enter their houses. Nonetheless they depend on 
each other because the Dongria are the land owners and main cultivators who produce 
the food, while the Dombo mostly live from trading Dongria produce to the valleys 
and provide the Dongria in return with commercial goods from the valleys. When the 
Dongria lease wet rice land, the Dombo pay a certain amount of money in return and 
keep the harvest for themselves. Dongria have told me that they prefer to work on the 
hill slopes, being less interested in cultivating rice in the foothills. One Dongria linked 
this to the status differences between the two groups: the higher-status Dongria grow 
millets on dry fields up in the steep hills, while the lower-status Dombo cultivate wet 
rice down in lower and flatter areas. From the lowlanders’ point of view the status rela-
tions are just the reverse: cultivating rice in irrigated fields is considered more civilized 
than producing millet by shifting cultivation in the hills, which is seen as typical for 
low-status tribal people.

The amount of rice grown and harvested by the Dongria is relatively low. By con-
trast, the Desia Kond of the valleys, who cultivate large rice fields, have a designated rice 
chamber within their houses. The corresponding chamber in a Dongria house is empty 
and only used for ritual purposes, especially for worshipping Lahi Penu and the ances-
tors. Most rice is therefore acquired from external sources. The Dongria either buy it, 
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mostly as husked rice (manjing), from state agencies and private shops, obtain it through 
barter from traders, mostly as paddy, or receive either as a gift in exchange relationships.

The Indian government provides Dongria families with subsidized rice because 
they are classified as extremely poor, falling under the so-called ‘Below Poverty Line’ 
(BPL) benchmark and therefore being eligible to receive a certain amount of rice very 
cheaply (Meher 2007). It has been observed that this ‘Public Distribution System’ (PDS) 
is causing a decline in millet consumption in rural areas in favour of the cheap rice 
(Basavaraj et al. 2010:3). I have no exact consumption data concerning dietary changes 
among the Dongria, but the PDS has certainly contributed to their increased consump-
tion of rice, not only as a staple food, but also as a preferred dish on festive occasions. If, 
for example, rice is required to perform a feast, the Dongria buy it from shops located 
in the towns or barter it for other crops such as pigeon peas (kanga) in nearby markets. 
Thus, like the wheat in pre-Soviet Uzbekistan described by Dağyeli (this collection), 
rice is both a sacred item and a commodity among the Dongria. Rice is also given as a 
prestation in order to create or maintain social relationships (Fig. 3). Thus, people from 
the valleys present the new rice of the winter harvest to their friends (tone, moitr) and 
receive jack-fruits in return, which ripen in the hills in summer. Large amounts of rice 
are also given as bride-wealth to affines or as fines to be paid in the context of bride 
abductions (Hardenberg 2004).

Figure 3: Dongria carrying away food from a feast
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Rice has become a staple food and the preferred dish to be prepared on festive occa-
sions. As a staple food, it is usually served with boiled vegetables (jau) of some sort and, 
if available, meat (unga) and different types of beans (e.g. balanga, kanga). This basic dish 
thus corresponds to the culinary pattern described by Sidney Mintz in his ‘core-fringe-
legume hypothesis’ (Mintz and Schlettwein-Gsell 2001). When affines, who have a high 
status and deserve respect, come and visit, cooked rice and meat is the appropriate dish 
to be offered. In raw or cooked form and mixed with meat – often liver – or blood, rice 
is also considered to be the proper gift for gods or ancestors. On such occasions rice is 
first cooked in earthenware pots, then presented on leaf plates to the gods or ancestors 
who have been invited to the ritual before finally the rest is consumed by the people 
present. In order to make a rice offering to more distant gods or to potentially danger-
ous ghosts (marha), Dongria throw the rice with their hands or shoot it with special ar-
rows into the air.8 During sacrifices, buffaloes are fed with raw or cooked rice from leaf 
plates or winnowing fans. When cows, rams or pigs are sacrificed, the Dongria make 
a chicken pick rice from the heads of these animals. In addition, the sponsors of the 
sacrifice usually hold some rice in their hands while a ritual specialist makes a chicken 
pick it as a sign of acceptance by the deity for whom the sacrifice is being performed. 
In all these rituals, rice is the major resource that establishes relations between humans 
and non-humans.

Rice in all stages of preparation, as well as objects related to rice, such as winnow-
ing fans, receptacles or pots represent the goddess. In every house, small bamboo boxes 
and pots filled with rice are kept in the roof space as a representation of Lahi Penu. 
Furthermore, each house sets apart some rice called ‘akat manjing’. This is only used on 
ritual occasions and is often collected from each household in order to prepare a collec-
tive feast. In other words, akat manjing is the wealth that a house contributes to the com-
munity. On very auspicious occasions such as weddings (hedi ane) or the consecration of 
a new house (ghanta parba), ritual specialists hold a piece of white cloth, throw rice into 
it while reciting the name of the goddess, and then tie everything into a bundle that is 
hung up on the main pillar of the house. In ritual invocations sung by shamans (beju, be-
juni), the goddess is also addressed as ‘Sita Gati – Lahi Gati’, ‘gati’ meaning ‘knot’ and 
referring to the bundle containing rice. In order to purify the house – for instance, when 
a death occurs in the household – this bundle is taken to a river into which the rice is 
thrown in order to remove all inauspiciousness. Afterwards a ritual has to be performed 
at the river to bring the goddess Lahi Penu back to the house. This is done by putting 
rice into a small pot or basket, which is then taken into the house by a ritual specialist.

Given the importance of rice in Dongria culture, it seems surprising that they 
themselves grow wet rice only to a very small extent. One may argue, with Marshall 
Sahlins, that the importance of rice in a millet-growing community is another example 
of the incorporation of external values which he describes in his paper on the ‘cosmog-

8 The arrowhead consists of a small, conical shaped bamboo container into which the rice is placed.
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raphy of riches’ (Sahlins 2013). In his view, in many cultures foreign materials embody 
the flow of life, and it is this that makes them so desirable. However, in my interpreta-
tion, the situation is more complex, as the Dongria also ascribe a high value to certain 
millets because they are not only good food, but also important socio-cosmic resources.

m I l l e t s  f o r  e a t I n g  a n d  d r I n k I n g

As mentioned above, the Dongria are above all all shifting cultivators in upland areas. 
Unsurprisingly, therefore, the name given to them by lowlander dwellers, ‘Dongria’, is 
related to the Oriya word ‘dongor’, which means ‘hilly land’ used for shifting cultiva-
tion, and even the word ‘Kond’ seems to be derived from the Telugu for ‘mountain’ 
(Nayak 1989:25). The main cereals Dongria grow on the swiddens are different types of 
millet. The English term ‘millet’ is not a scientific category but a word of popular usage 
that denotes a variety of different grasses. Botanists do not use this term but classify 
these grasses according to a complex system of species and sub-species using different 
Latin names. The Dongria themselves have no term that exactly equals the semantic 
range of the popular English term. Thus, there is no term that differentiates the millets 
mentioned above from rice. The word ‘lahi’ is used for rice, as well as for millets. One 
type of millet which sometimes appears to be distinguished from the others is finger 
millet. For example, the huts the Dongria build for storing their harvested crops are 
divided into two types: lahi kupa, used for storing little millet (hiko), pearl millet (arka) 
and sorghum (kuye); and dare kupa for keeping finger millet. Similarly, the word for 
cooked cereals, ‘paga’, is used for rice and the three types of millet stored in the lahi 
kupa, but not for finger millet. This is important because the main conceptual distinc-
tion Dongria make is not between rice and millet but between cereals for eating and ce-
reals for drinking. Thus, finger millet is mainly used in preparing a kind of gruel called 
‘dare kachpe’. Unlike paga, which is ‘eaten’ (tina), the consumption of gruel is referred 
to as ‘drinking’ (una) by Dongria.

The types of millet used in preparing cooked food which, like rice, is eaten togeth-
er with boiled vegetables and meat are little millet, pearl millet and sorghum. Among 
these three types of millet, little millet is the most important. Called ‘hiko’ in Dongria 
(see above), it’s Desia name is ‘kosala’ (Fig. 4). These words are also related to the names 
of clans among the Dongria Kond, the Desia Kond and the Dombo. Thus, a dominant 
clan among the Dongria is called ‘Sikoka’, a term that probably derives from ‘hiko’, be-
cause the sounds ‘s’ and ‘h’ are often interchangeable in Kuwi. In the valleys where the 
Desia Kond live, the clan name is ‘Hikoka’. Members of these two clans are considered 
brothers, but they are also as brothers to a Dombo clan called ‘Kausilya’, derived from 
the Desia for little millet, ‘kosala’. According to the Dombo they were originally Don-
gria belonging to the Sikoka clan but then married a Dombo woman, falling in status 
and becoming Kausilya as a result.
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Figure 4: Little millet (hiko, kosala)

While the Dongria know relatively little about the different varieties of rice, they are 
able to differentiate various types of little millet. The most common distinction is made 
between the white (rinjitadi) and red (kambitadi) varieties, but one informant mentioned 
as many as nine different varieties of little millet to me. Dongria praise these grains as a 
good food. In contrast to rice, they say, one needs less millet to feel satisfied.

Despite these differences, little millet and rice are used by Dongria in quite similar 
ways, and people even use the term ‘kosala chaula’, meaning ‘little millet rice’. After the 
harvest, bundles of little millet are threshed like rice on specially prepared threshing 
grounds at which the same rituals are performed for rice and for little millet. Little mil-
let is stored along with rice in baskets in the roof space of each house, and small recep-
tacles filled with sacred rice also contain portions of little millet. In the eastern part of 
the central room of a typical Dongria house there is a hole where rice and little millet 
are pounded with a stick before cooking. Little millet is cooked in the same way as rice 
and is eaten as staple food. If available, white rice is often preferred on festive occasions, 
but little millet is also served to guests or given as a gift to friends and affines, either 
boiled or raw. When the unmarried girls (dangadi) of one village receive a visit from the 
unmarried boys (dangada) of another village, they may serve them rice, but more often 
they will prepare a meal with little millet harvested on their own fields. If the amount 
of rice is limited, Dongria may prepare both types of cereal and then serve them on 
leaf plates with the rice being piled on top of the little millet. I suggest that this reflects 
the status difference between the two cereals. Little millet is the rice of the hills, is the 
product of one’s own work in the swiddens, and is domestic wealth. Rice, by contrast, 
is to a large degree acquired from others by either purchase or exchange and is there-
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fore external wealth. This has clear similarities to the situation in Morocco described 
by Graf (this contribution), where people distinguish between two types of wheat, one 
linked to one’s home and own mode of production, the other to ‘foreign’ wheat that is 
subsidized by the state and must be bought in the market. When going through my field 
notes I was struck by the number of instances I had recorded in which the two types of 
cereals occurred together. As stated above, they are stored together in the roof space, 
served together at feasts, and both given together as gifts to guests, friends and relatives. 
They are also used to express social distinctions. At one feast, for example, where rice 
and little millet were mixed on leaf plates, I was told that the rice had been provided 
by one clan, the little millet by another. One informant told me that rice is a suitable 
food for women and should be mixed with tamarind water to promote a peaceful state 
of mind, while little millet is the proper food for men and should be combined with a 
drink of palm wine (salap).

Early in the morning, when Dongria men leave their houses to drink palm wine, 
the women of the house start preparing gruel (dare kachpe) with water and finger millet. 
This is similar to the gruel among the Gadaba described by Berger (this collection). The 
finger millet is first pounded in the hole in the floor of the house mentioned earlier and 
then ground (nuroli) in a little stone mill. These activities take place west of the hearth 
and facing west, in contrast to the preparation of little millet, which occurs east of the 
hearth and facing east. Little millet, I was told, is stored in the eastern part of the attic, 
finger millet in the western part. East and west are important directions in many ritual 
activities. Thus, while the east is associated with the worship of gods, the west is linked 
to rituals to the ancestors (Hardenberg 2009). Again, this clearly resembles the use of 
millet gruel among the Gadaba, who give this food to the dying and provide it to the 
family members of the deceased.9 Depending on the size of the family, Dongria women 
prepare one or more pots filled with gruel, which they carry into the swiddens on their 
heads to serve as their main food during the day.

In May and June, finger millet is sown by men and women in the swiddens. Usu-
ally, little millet and finger millet are grown together in the same fields, although some-
times one type is dominant. However, for sowing finger millet Dongria prefer newly 
cleared plots of land, while little millet also grows well in fields that have already been 
cultivated in previous years. Finger millet is usually harvested a little later than little 
millet, and I was told that, unlike little millet, finger millet needs to be dried before it 
can be threshed.

Apart from making gruel that is consumed by the family members, finger millet 
is also used for a few other purposes. For example, powder made from finger millet is 
mixed with water and then used to purify ritual objects. Dongria use the same powder 
to make sacred designs (jhuti) at places of worship, and it may also be added to cooked 
meat in order to create a thick sauce. However, finger millet does not have the same 

9 See the contribution by Berger in this collection.
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ritual and social importance as rice and little millet. It is greatly appreciated as a daily 
staple food, but to my knowledge it is not given as an offering to the gods and is only 
presented in the form of gruel to guests on festive occasions. In my notes I found only 
one reference to finger millet being given along with buffaloes, rice, salt and alcohol as a 
gift to one’s bride-givers. However, finger millet is seen as a proper form of enumeration 
to the Barika, a member of a low-caste Dombo community who acts as a messenger and 
trader on behalf of the Dongria.10

l o c a l  m I l l e t s  a n d  s u p r a l o c a l  r I c e

These observations concerning the use of cereals help us understand the role of cereals 
in shaping the ‘socio-cosmic field’ (Hardenberg 2016a, b) among the Dongria. First of 
all, these cereals are clearly important ‘resources’ in the sense given to this term in the 
Introduction to this collection because they are all used to establish relationships and 
mark identities. Moreover, they are not only good to eat, but also to exchange. Cereals 
are distributed in raw or cooked form and are given as gifts to various social and cosmic 
actors. The high value given to cereals also reflects the fact that they are identified with 
the goddess of wealth.

However, a closer look at the various types of cereals reveals that they are not all 
of the same value and that their circulation in the socio-cosmic field differs. Finger mil-
let has a high nutritional value for the Dongria, but only a minor social or cosmic value. 
Its sites of storage and preparation are associated with the west, that is, with the place 
of the dead and with rituals for the ancestors. Gruel is mostly prepared for members of 
the household and is only occasionally given to guests. If it is available, men prefer to 
drink palm wine rather than millet gruel. Finger millet is less widely used a means of 
establishing social relationships. When asked for it Dongria willingly offer millet gruel, 
but they will not invite anybody as a guest specifically to eat gruel in their houses. In the 
rituals I witnessed, I did not come across finger millet being offered to gods, ancestors 
or ghosts.

There is a contrast here with little millet, which has a high social and cosmic value 
in Dongria society. Little millet is stored and prepared in the eastern part of the house, 
a direction associated with auspiciousness and the worship of the gods. It is treated 
like rice and seen as a representation of the goddess of wealth. Little millet is cooked 
as a food to be given to guests or to cosmic agents (e.g. deities, ancestors, spirits) in the 
course of rituals. In raw form it may also be given as a gift to relatives. Little millet is 
a domestic resource produced on the swiddens, and Dongria have expert knowledge 

10 Hardenberg (2017). Usually one Barika works for one or more Dongria villages. Once a year he is 
selected by the Dongria from among the local Dombo families and performs various functions (Har-
denberg 2017:161) for which he receives a remuneration in cash and kind.
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about the different types of little millet and their growth. This type of millet is inti-
mately connected with the Dongria clan system and their status as a tribal community.

In sum, then, all types of millet have a high nutritional value for the Dongria as 
either solid food or gruel. As a socio-cosmic resource, little millet is superior in status to 
finger millet, yet both are intimately related to the Dongria’s specific type of agriculture, 
namely shifting cultivation. In short, millets are a marker of Dongria identity or, as Graf 
(this collection) notes, this type of food creates a ‘sense of belonging’ – in this case of 
belonging to a specific territory and of having the subaltern status of being the original 
inhabitants (adivasi) and members of a tribe.

This marks a significant difference between millet and rice. Unlike the different 
types of millet, rice is cultivated in wet-rice fields which are mostly constructed in the 
valleys or in flat areas near the streams. The valuation of rice fields among the Dongria 
is clearly similar to what Berger (this collection) describes for the Gadaba: rice fields are 
considered to be outside and affinal. The wet-rice land is owned privately and can be 
sold to other Dongria or leased to other castes. In the same way, rice, the product of this 
land, has a commercial value and can be bought and sold for money. The exchange of 
rice for money or other cash crops extends far beyond the area inhabited by the Don-
gria. The trade with rice brings the Dongria into contact with the Dombo and Desia 
Kond, who cultivate rice in the valleys, as well as with shopkeepers and money-lenders 
from different castes living in the nearby towns, development workers of various back-
grounds (for example, a Muslim), who distribute subsidized rice, and Telugu traders 
from Andhra Pradesh, with whom they barter. Such relationships are clearly ambiva-
lent. On the one hand trading with rice connects the Dongria with the wider world and 
provides them with a highly valued source of food. On the other hand it makes them 
dependent on people like the Dombo, whom they consider to be of low status, or the 
Telugu traders, whom they do not really trust. Another ambivalent relationship based 
on the exchange of rice exists within the Dongria community itself: the relationship 
between affines, who are often in competition with each other.

As with the growing importance of foreign wheat compared to local maize in a 
Tepehua-speaking community in Mexico,11 rice challenges the unique position of millet 
among the Dongria. Thus, Prasanna Nayak, who studied the Dongria in the 1980s, told 
me that the consumption of rice among the Dongria was still an exception at the time 
of his fieldwork (personal communication), while it had become a staple food twenty 
years later. Like the wheat-products in Mexico mentioned by Bohnenberger (this col-
lection), rice has become a means of establishing ‘social bonds and conviviality with 
beings from outside’. From the perspective of the Dongria, this external world includes 
relations between humans and non-humans. It is therefore not surprising that rice and 
money are seen as appropriate ritual resources that establish relationships within the 
socio-cosmic field. Relationships with cosmic agents are similarly ambivalent because 

11 See the contribution by Bohnenberger in this collection.
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gods, ancestors and ghosts are considered to be potentially dangerous, especially when 
they are neglected.

In sum, finger millet circulates within a narrow social field consisting mostly of 
family members, while little millet establishes a wider socio-cosmic field. Both cereals, 
however, are intimately linked to the Dongria community, their environment and their 
particular way of life. Rice serves to extend this socio-cosmic field far beyond the local-
ity. As a resource, it therefore surpasses all other cereals in value, yet it creates a depend-
ency on others who have more direct access to wealth in the form of rice and money. In 
a nutshell, one could say that millet stands for (local) status, rice for (supralocal) power.

th e  m a r g I n a l I z a t I o n  a n d  e m p o w e r m e n t  o f  m I l l e t s  I n  I n d I a  a n d  b e y o n d

In recent years, the importance of rice seems to have grown because of subsidized rice 
issued by the government, while according to a report from The Wire, a news website 
published by the Foundation for Independent Journalism (FIJ), the cultivation of millet 
has gone down by almost fifty percent due to the promotion of cash crops.12 Along with 
the idea spread by government officials and development workers that rice is the food of 
those with high status, this may explain why rice has assumed such a prominent role in 
Dongria feasts and rituals, although it is not part of their mode of production. Like Graf 
(this collection), who speaks of ‘the wider politics of wheat’, it could be argued that, by 
distributing cheap rice, the government creates a special relationship with the Dongria 
and turns them into ‘rice citizens’.

As Chris Gregory has put it in his recent lectures, rice is an ‘imperial crop’. Mil-
lets, on the other hand, are what Peter Berger and myself have called ‘subaltern crops’ 
because they are associated with the ways of life of tribals and the lower castes in India. 
In the epic from Bastar studied by Gregory, people consciously draw this distinction 
by associating rice with the goddess of wealth, Lakshmi, and millets with Alakshmi, or 
poverty. Millets and pulses also occur in the epic in the form of the twenty-one queens 
married to God Narayan. These queens feel threatened by the goddess Lakshmi, Naray-
an’s new wife, and cause her a lot of distress until she leaves the house. This again brings 
misfortune to Narayan and his princesses, so he takes her back and thereby restores 
happiness (Gregory and Vaishnav 2003:xii–xiii). In other words, the epic expresses alle-
gorically the actual dominance of rice in Bastar. According to Gregory, ‘[M]illet was the 
original crop. With increasing population, the lowland millet fields were levelled and 
turned into bunded rice fields. Millet was ousted and was forced to take up residence 
on the periphery’ (2004:102). 

12 Https://thewire.in/151577/journey-humble-millet-tribal-farms-dinner-tables/ (accessed September 
11, 2018)
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This marginalization of millet seems to have occurred at various times in differ-
ent parts of Asia and Africa. The domestication of rice (Oryza sativa), both the tropical 
monsoonal indica and the marshland, sub-tropical japonica subspecies, occurred more 
than once.13 Rice appears to have been present in human economies from around 6000 
to 7000 BCE along both the Yangtze (China) and Ganges (India) rivers. Archaeologists 
have uncovered evidence suggesting that rice spread from these core areas with the de-
velopment of paddy-fields and a change towards more hierarchical social systems (Fuller 
and Qin 2009). Archaeological evidence for millet (common and foxtail) agriculture 
also dates back to about 6500 BCE and seems to have its origin in the northern region 
of the Yellow river (China).14

In an archaeological paper on rice and millets in ancient Thailand, Steve Weber 
and others provide evidence that, in three prehistoric sites in central Thailand, foxtail 
millet had been cultivated long before the appearance of rice (2010:86). Rice occurs 
in this area only from the first millennium BCE onwards, while there is evidence that 
it had already been cultivated a thousand years earlier near the coast of south-central 
Thailand. The authors ask why rice was eventually incorporated into the local subsis-
tence regime. In their view, climate change, soil degradation and population growth 
might have been decisive elements in this development (Weber et al. 2010:86). In an-
other archaeological paper, Jade d’Alpoim Guedes (2011) describes a similar rise of rice 
cultivation in southwest China. From 4000 to 2500 BCE, broomcorn and foxtail millet 
were cultivated in this mountain region until around 2700 BCE, when a combination 
of rice and millet suddenly began to be cultivated. Guedes argues that this reduced the 
risk of failing crops, which again spurred population growth, expansion and the devel-
opment of more complex social systems (2011:104).

In Africa too, millets have been in competition with rice for a long time. Evidence 
suggests that the earliest cultivation of domesticated pearl millet occurred 4,500 years 
ago in north-east Mali.15 When it comes to fully domesticated sorghum in Africa, ar-
chaeological evidence for its existence in the first millennium BCE has been found in 
the Sudanese Nile Valley (Neumann 2018). In the Niger Delta in Mali, domestic African 
rice (Oryza glaberrima) is attested from 800 BCE (Murray 2004). Asian domesticated 
rice was present on the Red Sea coast by the first century AD (Walshaw 2010:140). 
According to archaeological evidence, Asian rice began to replace millets on the East 
African coast. For example, the population of Pemba Island long relied on millets, 
but with the growing trade with Asia they became specialized rice cultivators. In the 
eleventh century AD the whole economy shifted towards rice consumption (Walshaw 
2010:142). In addition to the economic and ecological advantages of cultivating rice, 

13 See Fuller, Qin and Harvey (2007), Fuller, Weisskopf and Castillo (2016).
14 Fuller, Qin and Harvey (2007). However, Xinyi Liu, Harriet Hunt and Martin Jones (2009) suggest 

that millet farming may have originated in hilly terrains along the foothills of two mountain chains in 
north-eastern China rather than in the Yellow River itself.

15 Manning et al. (2011), Eichhorn and Neumann (2014), Ozainne et al. (2014)
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Sarah Walshaw also considers feasting a major factor in what she calls ‘conversion to 
rice’ (2010:142). As in Odisha, on Pemba millets were mostly used to prepare liquid food 
(i.e. gruel), while rice was served in large vessels and on platters, connected with elites 
maintaining their political influence (Walshaw 2010:149). Writing about the significance 
of rice in coastal East Africa, Walshaw states:

In coastal culture today, rice’s white colour and intact grain are associated with purity, a 
notion connected with, but not limited to, Islam. Coastal people generally also consider 
a meal with rice to be more satisfying and nourishing compared to other staple carbohy-
drates. Many Pemban mixed farmers cultivate rice, despite its wide availability in local 
markets, to have stores on hand for special occasions, unexpected guests or to cover epi-
sodic cash shortages (2010:148).

In a foreword to the first volume in the series “The lost crops of Africa”, Noel Vietmeyer 
(1996) states that, under the influence of rice, maize and wheat imported from abroad, 
Africans have begun to neglect their own indigenous types of grains such as millets, 
fonio, tef and sorghum. These have become, he argues, the foods of the poor and of ru-
ral areas, and they ‘took on the stigma of being second-rate’ (Vietmeyer 1996:1). Given 
the challenges of ecological disasters, climate change and malnutrition that African 
populations face today, he and the other authors of the volume mentioned above ask 
whether these forgotten grains might provide some solutions for the future. In India 
too, a number of new movements are trying to rehabilitate millets and other crops that, 
over the centuries, have been pushed to the margins by imperial crops such as rice, 
maize and wheat. In the Kolli hills, for example, the M.S. Swaminathan Research Foun-
dation, an NGO, has launched programmes for conversion to and the commerciali-
zation of millets. Their main aim is to raise the market potential of minor millets by 
‘adding value’ and helping communities preserve agro-diversity (Gruère, Nagarajan and 
King 2009:40). Other measures to preserve and commercialize minor millets include, 
for example, creating self-help groups, selecting the best species among local varieties, 
improving crop management practices, organizing collection and dehusking, and pro-
moting these millets as locally grown and organic. Millets are nowadays being sold as 
a healthy food in supermarkets to the richer segments of Indian society: ‘[M]illets are 
moving from being a consumable that has specific, highly localised meanings to some-
thing that is associated with larger movements to eat healthily and maintain agricultural 
biodiversity’ (Finnis 2008:482).

This competition between grains is, of course, also a competition between differ-
ent ideologies and values, visions and modes of life, political and religious influences, 
and social and economic forms of capital, as many of the contributions to this collec-
tion illustrate.16 Anthropologists, historians and archaeologists might contribute their 
methods and ways of studying cereals to the various discussions of the value of millets 

16 See e.g. the articles by Bohnenberger, Dağyeli and Graf.



‘ I M PE R I A L R IC E’ 281

mentioned above, which currently seem to be dominated by the life sciences rather than 
the social sciences.
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