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Abstract

Millets include jowar, bajra, ragi, jau etc. is a group of small
seeded grasses that are cultivated in arid and semi-arid climate.
These crops are full of nutritious values and had been the
primary diet for people of our country since ancient time.
These grasses are more nutritious than rice or wheat. Millets
are rich in fiber, vitamins and minerals. Despite their so many
benefits, millets faced a decline in popularity in our country and
the modern crops- rice and wheat gained prominence. There
had been many factors responsible for decline in popularity
of Millets in India- enhanced food demand of country due to
population growth, development of irrigation system, focus of
green revolution on two crops- wheat and rice etc. Apart from
these, Colonialism has also been a major factor for decline in
popularity of Millets in India. Up to nineteenth century, before
British domination, millets had been the only food in India.
But British people did not like millets; they used to eat rice
and wheat. Gradually affluent Indians also followed English
and started eating rice and wheat instead of millets. And thus
millets started facing a decline in popularity in India. And
eventually modern crops- rice and wheat- became the food
for rich, educated and high status cultured people while millets
reduced to become food for poor and animals. This paper will
attempt to explore the colonialism perspectives on decline in
popularity of millets in India.
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Millets

Millets include jowar, bajra, ragi, jau etc. is a
group of small seeded grasses that are cultivated in
arid and semi-arid climate. These crops are full of
nutritious values and had been the primary diet for
people of our country since ancient time. These

Upstream Research International Journal (URI])

Website: www.eupstream.com

ancient grasses are nutritional power houses which
are gaining renewed attention in the modern
times. These hardy crops play a crucial role in
providing substances to diverse cultures. Millets
are rich in fiber, vitamins and minerals. These
grains are gluten free, making them excellent
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choices for those with gluten sensitivities. Millets
are slow digesting carbohydrates, contributing to
sustained energy release and blood regulation.
They are good source of essential nutrients such
as iron, magnesium, phosphorous and vitamin
B thereby promoting overall health and well
being of the people. Millets require less water
as compared to the modern grains like rice and
wheat. Their ability to thrive in dry regions
make them environmentally sustainable crops
by contributing to water conservation and
reduce the ecological foot print of agriculture.
Millets can be incorporated into the variety of
dishes from traditional flatbreads to salads. Their
mild nutty flavor makes them versatile. Millets
had been the major food in India since ancient
time. The trace of millets is found in our ancient
literature including Yajurveda, Rigveda and also
in Bhagvad Gita.

Colonialism

According to Oxford Dictionary, colonialism
is ‘the policy or practice of acquiring full or partial
political control over another country, occupying
it with settlers, and exploiting it economically’.
Later, cultural colonialism/ imperialism became
one of the primary instruments of colonization.
It is the imposition by one usually politically
or economically dominant community of
various aspects of its own culture onto another
non-dominant community. It is a form
of imperialism in that the imposing community
forcefully extends the authority of its way of life
over the other population by either transforming
or replacing aspects of the non-dominant
community’s culture. While colonization was
almost always initiated by some kind of military
intervention, its full effects were achieved through
practices of cultural imperialism. Fueled by a
belief in the superiority of their own way of life,
colonizers used law, education, and/or military
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force to impose various aspects of their own
culture onto the target population. Motivated,
in part, by a desire to purge local populations
of allegedly barbaric, uncivilized customs and
mores, colonizers also knew that the best way
to mitigate resistance by the colonized was
to eradicate as far as possible all traces of their
former way of life. So, colonialism isn’t just limited
to political colonization, it had shaped our social,
economic, and also our food systems.

Millets’ decline in India

India produces all the nine commonly known
traditional millets viz. Sorghum, Pearl Millet,
Finger Millet, Foxtail Millet, Proso Millet, Little
Millet, Barnyard Millet, Brown top Millet and
Kodo Millet. There are many factors that make
millets more sustainable as crops. Millets are
also the most secure crops for small farmers as
they are resilient and climate-adaptable in both
hot and drought environments. If we compare
the amount of water needed to grow rice with
that for millets. One rice plant requires nearly
2.5 times the amount of water required by a
single millet plant of most varieties. That’s why
millets are primarily grown in arid regions.
Millets are nutritionally superior to other food
grains owing to their higher protein levels and
a more balanced amino acid profile. Millets
also contain various phytochemicals which
exert therapeutic properties owing to their anti-
inflammatory and anti-oxidative properties. The
consumption of millets can help in maintaining
good health of the individuals and its production
can help in increasing the earning of farmers
especially in drought prone areas. So, millets are
eco-friendly, environment friendly and also are
farmer friendly crops. They are healthy, nutria-
grains with high fibre and low gluton.
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“Despite the benefits of growing millets, over
the years, Indian farmers have made a slow but
steady shift in their cereal growing preferences
away from millets. The total area of cropland
harvesting the three major millet cropsi.e. jowar,
bajra and ragi grown in India has almost halved
across the country since green revolution in mid
nineteen sixties. Thousands hectares of millet
production land have shifted to other crops.

The reasons for the decline can be attributed
to development of irrigation system in India
and green revolution in 1965- a national
program that led to the widespread use of high
yielding crop varieties, irrigation, fertilizers
and pesticides — led to a dramatic increase in
food grain production in India. But it focused
only on two main crops — rice and wheat. In
green revolution, Government emphasized
on promotion of rice and wheat vis-a-vis millet
production and lack of suitable initiatives towards
millets in india. According to a report of Niti
Aayog the area under cultivation of various
millets in India has been declining. And the main
reason of this can be attributed to the promotion
of rice and wheat vis-a-vis millet production and
lack of suitable initiatives towards millets.

The Niti Aayog in its report also put out
area, production, and crop yield data for some of
the major millets during the 2010-11 to 2020-21
period. Data showed the area under cultivation
finger millet (ragi), small millets, pearl millet
(Bajra), and Sorghum (Jowar) combined, declined
from 19,055 hectares in 2010-11 to 13,633
hectares, with a decline of 3% CAGR. Their
production declined from 19,996 tons to 18,020
tones per cent CAGR.

The low margins associated with millet
production, as compared to other crops, have
created disincentives for millet farmers. The
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relatively shorter shelf life of the crops creates
storage-related concerns and gives rise to risks
of spoilage. Further, changes in lifestyle and
consumer tastes, coupled with the unavailability
of ready-to-eat millets have contributed to lower
demand.

So, Millets which were once an integral part
of the Indian diet have been almost forgotten due
to colonization and various demand and supply
challenges.

Colonization as the Reason for Millets’
decline in India

Colonization has also been a major factor for
decline in popularity of Millets in India. Up to
nineteenth century, before British domination,
millets had been the only food in India. But
British people did not like millets; they used to eat
rice and wheat. The British, also called white men,
was the dominant race. They were the colonizer
who had made many countries of the world,
including India, their colony. Being the dominant
race, their way of life was considered the best
way of life. All the aspects of their culture were
considered the best by non-dominant people. The
white men were considered the most beautiful,
the most educated, and the most refined. So,
the cereals- wheat and rice- that the white men
ate also considered the refined cereals. And so,
being white men’s food, wheat and rice became
an obsession for Indian people.

Gradually affluent Indians also followed
English and started eating rice and wheat instead
of millets. And eventually modern crops- rice
and wheat- became the food for rich, educated,
high status, cultured and refined people while
millets reduced to become food for poor and
animals. And thus millets started facing a decline
in popularity in India.
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Conclusion

Millets, as Union Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman in her 2023-24 budget speech called
them ‘Shree Anna’ or ‘mother of food grains’ are
not only nutritional power house but also these
crops are eco-friendly, environment friendly
and farmer friendly. These nutria-grains had
been the primary diet for people of our country
since ancient time. But, despite their so many
benefits, millets faced a decline in popularity
due to colonization and other various reasons,
and modern crops- rice and wheat- gained
prominence. However with the changing times
and frequent onset of diseases, there is a growing
movement back to the traditional/ancient foods
habits particularly making the millets as staple
food grains, that serves and promotes millet
cultivations and recognises their potential to
enhance food security and nutrition. Millet
represent a valuable component of human diet
not only in our country but also the world over.
These ancient grains connect us to our nutritional
heritage while contributing to a resilient and
sustainable future. Understanding the importance
and necessities of millets in promoting human
health, the year 2023 was declared by the UNO
as ‘The Year of Millets’.

But, this is not sufficient because the psyche
of Indian masses is still colonized and, therefore,
millets are still tagged as ‘poor men’s food grains’
in India. For revival of millets in India we need
to decolonize Indian perception about millets
and recognize millets as good nutritious food
and not the food for poor and animals. We need
to ensure giving millets the same value that our
country had given to these superfoods before
British domination.
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