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Rice and Identity:

A Meal Without Rice is No Meal at All
Carey Emefiele 

University of Wales Trinity Saint David

This paper explores the social, cultural and historical background of rice cultivation, concentrating particularly on areas of West Africa such as Nigeria, Guinea-Bissau and Cameroon. I argue that the rice, and particularly the cultivation of African rice or Oryza glaberrima serves to not only to unite individuals but also provides a means of identity. Rice is considered to be sacred within many West African countries and I find that rice is an integral part of being for the the Diola of Guinea-Bissau. This is evident in their use of rice in day to day life, including in religious, ritual and ceremonial aspects. Rice is central to both Diola dreams and desires but also to their disappointments. Rice is at the forefront of all social encounters and exchanges and serves as a symbol of ethnicity and of continuity as it ties individuals to the local area land. To the Diola, conversations about who has surplus rice is a great topic of gossip as surplus rice is used to maintain the reciprocal relationship held with the supreme deity Emitai. The paper explores the significance of and the role that rice plays to the Ndop cultivators of rural Cameroon. Rice serves as a means in which individuals can challenge gender inequality and local accepted gender norms. Rice production provides a means for sustenance and self-development and allows women within society to be able to not only educate but provide their children with a means to new means of healthcare. Rice in West Africa therefore acts as a benefit, whether used to maintain or to challenge social order. It provides a means to, on the one hand allow continuity to ensure that social norms and values are upheld and on the other hand, serves as a means to allow individuals to challenge social norms and empower themselves. 

