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Rice and Identity: A Meal Without Rice is No Meal at All

This assignment will look at the history and background of rice cultivation in West Africa, the recent decline in and sustainability of African rice and the use of what is considered ‘foreign’ or Asian rice as an essential alternative.  We will look at the cultivators and producers of rice, which will allow us to consider the issues that lie between rice and identity and notions of gender and rice. We will look at how the consumers of rice consider it to be both sacred and also an integral part of their being. Rice is integral to the Diola of Guinea-Bissau, as it is with many West African rice cultivators. We will however investigate how the Diola’s relationship with rice affects their social and symbolic life, including their religious views and practices, rites and ceremonial exchanges. In many parts of West Africa, it is said that a meal without rice is no meal at all (Davidson 2012: 9) and we will use both agricultural and biological research papers along with ethnographic case studies in order to consider the social, cultural and historical journeys that rice makes. I will argue that rice serves as a means to not only sustain and unite, but to promote gender equality, challenge gender norms, to promote female empowerment and also to assist with social, economic and national development. 
An estimated 1.6 billion people worldwide use rice as a staple food in countries such Asia, Latin America and parts of Africa. Rice was cultivated in Asia for thousands of years and scientists believe that rice was first cultivated by people in India or Southeast Asia. The world’s largest rice producers are Asia, specifically China, India and Indonesia and outside of Asia, Brazil is the largest rice producer. Rice grows in warm and wet climates and it thrives in waterlogged soil. (National Geographic) Rice is the most widely consumed food in the world and it is believed that over one billion people currently make a living from the production of rice. Although rice is associated mainly with Asian countries, many countries in Africa have used rice as part of their staple diet for centuries. In 'Lost Crops of Africa: Volume I: Grains', The National Research Council (1996: 17) introduce us to a West African species of rice called Oryza glaberrima. This type of African rice has been cultivated in West Africa it is believed for at least 1,500 years. However most of the rice bought and also cultivated in Africa today is thought to be of Asian species. The decline in the cultivation of African rice is so extreme that it is feared to be in danger of extinction. There are a few remote West African farms that continue to grow African rice, and these are situated on the Sokoto Fadamas (food plains) of Nigeria, the Niger River’s inland delta in Mali, food plains in Sierra Leone and its neighbouring areas and also on the hills near the Ghana-Togo border. Traditionally, Oryza glaberrima would have been specifically reserved for Chiefs and for religious rituals, but more recently West Africa’s Mandingo and Susu people use African rice (flour) as a key ingredient alongside honey to make a local bread. This bread serves as a sweet centrepiece within ceremonial ritual. Local rice beer is also an extremely popular beverage throughout West Africa. Nigerians, for example use rice and honey to make a locally brewed beer, that is referred to as betso or buza and baby foods are made with African rice on the Ivory Coast. The Oryza glaberrima is thought to have derived from central Niger’ flood basin and was carried West to Senegal, South to Guinea coast and East to lake Chad. (The National Research Council 1996: 17)
I would like to consider the effect that the decline in cultivation of African rice has not only on small scale, local farmers but also on the wider societal, social, political and economic communities in West Africa. The National Research Council (1996: 21) discuss two distinct and opposing opinions as to the viability of cultivating African as opposed to non-African or Asian rice. When we consider commercial farming, Asian rice is much preferred as it is said to yield better and scatters less of its seed on the ground. Millers and shippers reportedly also prefer this type of rice as it is less brittle. African rice isn’t widely thought of as a trade commodity, like Asian rice, and because of it’s red-skinned colour, cannot be mixed with other rice. However, when considering local, small-scale farmers, where rice is grown for local consumption, subsidence or for specific means that requires speciality rice, African rice is often preferred. This is said to be because the grain’s taste and aroma are highly distinguished, and its colour is valued for its uniqueness. African rice is easy to produce locally, its growth suppresses weeds and farmers find that it fairs well with local disease and pests. African rice also grows well in infertile soil, it can tolerate harsh climates and fluctuating water depths, which is a great benefit within the African climate. It also requires low levels of management and there are varieties of African rice that mature much more quickly, which when experiencing rain or food scarcity, is ideal. More importantly and from a cultural perspective however, traditional rituals that require rice, can be considered meaningless unless African rice is used. (The National Research Council 1996: 21) The National Research Council argue that one of the main disadvantages of African rice is its lack of prestige. Meaning that many African consumers have become accustomed to and therefore expect processed or parboiled rice. It is suggested however, that if African rice were to be manufactured in a similar way and processed to mirror the simplicity and convenience of Asian rice, then it may be considered a speciality or gourmet food, that could arguably attract consumer interest due to its ancient and historic heritage. African rice would be ideal as a commercial crop, that would easily compete with the current Asian rice market in Africa. Also, the nutritional value of African rice is reportedly greater than that of Asian rice, mainly because it is more difficult to polish. Asian rice therefore, loses more of its essential nutrients, in particular the vitamin Thiamine because it is polished to a greater degree. (The National Research Council 1996:22)

Mafimisebi, Agunbiade and Mafimisebi make us aware of the issues surrounding the production of African rice in their (2014:1) case study ‘Price Variability, Co-integration and Exogeniety in the Market for Locally Produced Rice: A Case Study of Southwest Zone of Nigeria.’ They conclude that most studies on local African rice in Nigeria have, instead of concentrating on fundamental issues in marketing efficiencies, instead concentrated on increasing production, consumption and competitiveness. This means that although the annual demand for rice in Nigeria is currently (in 2014) estimated at around 5 million tonnes, only around 2.2 million is believed to have been produced locally. There is therefore a 56% gap in the market or a 2.8-million-ton shortfall for prospective locally cultivated rice. The increase in consumption of rice and the subsequent reduction in previous favourite staple foods in Nigeria such as yam or cassava it is argued, can be associated with many different factors. These are an increase in rapid levels of urbanisation, along with a rise in fast food demand meaning that there are is a great increase in the level of people consuming rice, particularly as a first choice. Rice is also considered by the majority of West Africans to be the easier option to prepare of available staple foods and therefore individuals such as women at work, household demand and urban workers chose to use rice as their preferred alternative nutritious food. (Mafimisebi, Agunbiade and Mafimisebi 2014: 1)

If we consider rice as the preferred staple food in West Africa therefore, it could be acceptable to argue, as has Twitty (2012) that "Rice is as central to sustenance in the African areas of cultivation as bread is in Western and Middle Eastern traditions." (Twitty 2012: 21) When speaking about the legacy of rice and beans within New York and the surrounding metropolitan area, Michael Twitty (2012: 20) in ‘The Transitional Dish of the Motherland: The African Roots of Rice and Beans’ argues that these foodstuffs link many communities such as the Haitian, the Puerto Rican, the Brazilian and the Mexican together as one. He states that is because rice and beans derive from traditional subsistence patterns, in that they sustain millions of people through prosperity and also through poverty. He argues that this has therefore become a dish that is linked to memory and ethnicity. "Rice and beans represent something elemental and complex, supplying food to villages without lights and powering the citizens of an electric, wireless civilization." (Twitty 2012: 19) Being successful in cultivating and preparing rice, Twitty explains, brought individual honour to the grower in the Rice Coast. In Senegambia, the cowpea was a symbol of divine protection and was believed to bring good fortune and survival in times of hardship. Rice and cowpeas were used as offerings to the divine and were placed either separately or together at not only the altars of ancestors but also of local and national deities. "Both rice and cowpeas have their symbolic, mythological, spiritual, and proverbial meanings in each specific culture." (Twitty 2012: 21) West African women who were usually responsible for growing, preparing and cooking rice, saw it as a key cultural niche. Twitty argues that rice and bean dishes that are generally associated with the identity of Africa, or more specifically of Senegambia or Western Sudan cannot purely and solely be African. This is because, he explains there is a complex interplay between European, African and the cultures of the Americas which all played a role in the history and construction of these dishes. (Twitty 2012: 33) 

In her 2012 work “Basket Cases and Breadbaskets: Sacred Rice and Agricultural Development in Postcolonial Africa,” Davidson introduces us to the Diola rice cultivators in Guinea-Bissau West Africa. Davidson provides us with an in-depth interpretation of Diola views of rice in social, political, religious and ecological areas. They are a rural people who Davidson explain use rice as “perhaps the – central feature that has textured land and livelihoods, persons and population flows, desires and dreams and disappointments, spiritual and moral life, and interactions and transactions across and beyond this region of West Africa.” (Davidson 2012: 4) Davidson states that rice lies at the centre of Diola lives and is therefore the central organising feature of Diola social life. It is at the forefront of all encounters and exchanges and is symbol of ethnicity and of continuity and is the thing that ties individuals to the land and to the area. The Diola consider their rice to be sacred and when they were pressured to provide the French colonial authorities with their surplus rice, they saw it as a violation of the sacredness of their rice. Rice is used within their funeral ceremonies by decorating the grounds with unhusked rice. It also plays a role within village activities, as young girls wear sachets of rice around their waist at a local dance and bundles are also worn as headdresses in wrestling matches. The Diola speak metaphorically about rice, "our money is rice” and also use anthropomorphic and deistic references to refer to rice and see it as part of a covenant with their supreme deity, Emitai. They see the relationship with Emitai as a reciprocal one, as they work hard to cultivate rice and Emitai provides them with rain in order for the crop to flourish. (Davidson 2012: 7)

"Rice is omnipresent in Diola economic, social and symbolic life. It is the centre of social gossip, and people regularly discuss whose supply is abundant and whose is depleted. Rice is the medium of exchange during life-cycle redistributive processes, such as weddings, funerals, and initiations. And rice is the ticket to ritual power, as spirit shine ceremonies require abundant expenditures of one’s crop. Diola lives, like those of most rice-growing people in this region, are permeated by rice. Growing, eating, displaying, wearing, discussing, and revering rice." (Davidson 2012: 6) 

Rice also plays an important and vital role within gender construction in West Africa. Gender issues, such as gender equality in the production of rice in West Africa is a complex and area specific issue. Today, rice is mainly produced by female farmers, particularly when considering upland rice farmers. (GRiSP 2013: 93) Lorsmart and Fongkimeh (2012) explain that rice can be and is in many instances produced primarily by women, particularly in female-headed households and this ensures that children are the first beneficiaries of their earnings, which is essential to survival and overall wellbeing. Where gender divisions and traditional gender roles then are adapted in Cameroon to allow women to earn, it empowers women and allows them to ensure that their children and future generations thrive. For example, 40% of Cameroonian Ndop women are able to educate their children through primary school and in some cases through University also, on wages earnt from rice production. Confirming the research that, Lorsmart and Fongkimeh argue in that women’s income is spent on children and the overall or greater need. Recent studies have found that rice production or ‘rice wealth’ has enabled 36% of Cameroonian women to ensure economic and social empowerment, as they have been able to earn the capital in order to be able to start up their own businesses. The first ambition and priority of any female rice farmer, is to build their own house so that there is always shelter available for family. Income from rice production means that women are able to provide their families with access modern healthcare, which inevitably means a shift in use and reliance on local and traditional medicine. Lorsmart & Fongkimeh (2007: 139) explain that available access to healthcare has benefited and has an overall positive effect on the community as a whole, such as a reduction in infant mortality, however argue that many of the complications experienced by the women are due to the added strain and workload associated with rice production. 

According to GRiSP (2013) however, women in certain areas of West Africa have very specific tasks in the production of rice, including the transplanting, weeding or harvesting of rice. In ‘Rice Almanac: Source Book for One of the Most Important Economic Activities on Earth’ we learn that women have a number of roles within society, and this is said to be because of their reproductive gender as opposed to because of role productiveness. It is considered that a woman’s most important role within society is that of a subsistence farmer and food producer, they are mothers second, overall household management third, and finally it is expected that they will take part in community tasks, with activities such as dancing during festivals, being responsible for both annual celebrations and death ceremonies. Traditionally, women would have been forbidden to engage in what would be considered to be economically profitable activities or in work, however with the introduction of rice cultivation and the labour of women, there has been a significant change in division of labour and gender roles. This has proved essential in reducing household poverty especially in female headed households, as it allows women to be able to generate their own income and become household breadwinners. (GRiSP 2013: 46)

Although female Nigerian farmers are believed to make up between 60 to 80% of the agricultural labour force within the country and also currently produce between 60 – 80% of food via processing and marketing, it is said that due to socio-economic factors, women continue to find themselves at a disadvantage. Female farmers are in a position where they continue to lack adequate resources such as land, credit, technology and education. In ‘Socio-economic factors influencing rice production among male and female farmers in Northern Guinea Savanna Nigeria: lessons for promoting gender equity in action research’ (2011) it is argued that there is therefore a great need to promote gender equality among rice farmers of the Northern Guinea Savanna of Nigeria when planning innovative processes. This would aid both female and male farmers in achieving household food security and would inevitably reduce overall poverty. (Ayoola, Dangbegnon, Daudu, Mando, Kudi, Amapu, Adeosun and Ezui 2011: 2) If we consider the expected role of women within traditional Cameroonian communities, we understand that there are certain duties expected of them. They are not expected to earn any income, and therefore don’t hold any economic influence within society. Women’s roles include such things as child bearing, managing the home and managing the provision of food for the family. The cultivation and production of rice however, assists in challenging traditional gender roles and provides a possible means of empowerment for these women, even though it would inevitably increase their daily workload. Crops such as rice, palm oil, coffee, cocoa and wheat are traditionally considered to be male crops and Lotsmart and Fongkimeh (2007: 139) argue that if women in rural areas challenge this notion and then produce these crops, they will not only challenge gender norms but also effect overall empowerment and assist with national development. In Cameroon, for example rice production is the most reliable and major source of income for Ndop female farmers. It has become an integral part of Ndop culture and livelihood. Rice production has served to employ and empower women within society, it has improved overall income levels and has also changed local preferences. This has influenced a shift in presumed gender roles both in the workplace but also at home.  

In ‘The Fortunes and Misfortunes of Women Rice Producers in Ndop, Cameroon and the Implications for Gender Roles’ (2007) Lorsmart and Fongkimeh further discuss areas of West Africa where women take on a role of cultivators alongside their roles as household managers and community organisers. In Mali for example, 3 percent of female labour exists within cultivation, and in both the Gambia and in Liberia, the percentage of female labour currently stands at between 80 - 100%. Male and female divisions of labour were put in place as far back as the colonial era by colonial authorities in Cameroon. This division of labour favoured men and thus encouraged women to concentrate on food crop production and men on cash crop production. Today however, both male and female Ndop farmers work on all aspects of rice cultivation. This is because initially women had to supplement their overall family income because of the catastrophic effects of the early 1990’s economic crisis in Cameroon. However, since the early 1990’s, many women in Ndop have decided to take up rice production not only to earn extra wage and to be financially dependent but also as a means of employment where there are lack of jobs or lack of education. More importantly, rice cultivation is a means of sustenance and ensures food in times of hardship. Lorsmart and Fongkimeh (137) argue that the reasons behind why female Ndop cultivate rice is closely related to the socio-economic profile of individual farmers and to the economic realities of Cameroon. “Rice production (…) is the backbone of livelihoods in Ndop.” (Lorsmart & Fongkimeh 2007: 137)

To conclude, this assignment has looked into the various social and historical journeys of rice production and cultivation within a West African context. Examples and case studies from Nigeria, Guinea-Bissau and Cameroon have provided us with an insight into the importance of rice as both an essential staple food but also as an unlikely unifying power. We have looked into the cultural and historical journey of both African or Oryza glaberrima rice and also at Asian rice within West Africa. We have seen how rice has and continues to shape life for the Cameroonian Ndop people and how it allows Ndop women to challenge gender inequalities and gender norms. Rice is the means to which these women can empower themselves and their children, through both education and opportunity. This allows the possibility for them to be able to work towards achieving economic and social empowerment.
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