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Millets have been important food staples in 

human history, particularly in Asia and Africa. Millets 

were among the first cultivated crops. Before the 

Green Revolution, millets made up around 40 percent 

of all cultivated grains (contributing more than wheat 

and rice). Even until 50 years ago millets were the 

major grain grown in India. In the past few decades, 

millets have come to be looked down upon by modern 

urban consumers as “coarse grains” and adopted for a 

more “refined” diet. Unfortunately, this said refined 

diet lacks the nutrients critically important for us. 

Following the Western lifestyle, we have lost out on a 

lot of useful and meaningful things. Food habits have 

been one of the biggest changes. We are quickly 

forgetting our indigenous foods and chasing 

standardization. Millets too have been discarded as 

being too primitive to be used, forgetting the roots. 

However, due to the burgeoning movement toward 

healthy, functional, and/or organic foods by 

consumers and the government initiatives for the 

promotion of millet, there is a rising demand for 

millet-based traditional foods. Recognizing the 

importance of millet, it has also been named as, “Shree 

Anna” meaning the best among all the food grains.  

Importance of traditional food 

Traditional foods are foods and dishes that are 

passed on through generations or which have been 

consumed for many generations. Traditional foods 

and dishes are traditional in nature and may have a 

historic precedent in a national dish, regional cuisine, 

or local cuisine. Traditional foods are typically made 

from whole and unprocessed ingredients. They are 

often nutritionally balanced, containing a mix of 

proteins, carbohydrates, and fats necessary for human 

health. Furthermore, traditional diets are usually 

adapted to local conditions and are therefore more 

sustainable. Traditional foods tend to be higher in 

vitamins and minerals, they are also lower in salt, fat, 

and sugar. In general, a traditional diet is higher in 

protein, low in carbohydrates, and contains a 

moderate amount of fat. Simply put, these are foods 

that are typically whole, naturally grown or raised, 

and used in their original form or have undergone 

only basic processing (drying, cooking, and natural 

fermentation). Traditional foods are nutrient-rich and 

have a long history of supporting health and wellness. 

Indeed, these foods have been consumed for 

thousands of years. Traditional foods are simply 

prepared and basic – from vegetables and fruits to 

meat, poultry, and fish, to dairy, eggs, legumes, nuts, 

and seeds. Vernacular names of different millets are 

shown in Table 1. 

Increased exposure to Western lifestyle, 

availability, and promotion of Western food, absence 

of governmental initiatives, and course lack of 

awareness all contribute to the dietary shift away from 

traditional foods in the developing world and as of 

late, towards more traditional foods. The traditional 

knowledge of food is viewed as the best for the specific 

geographical condition. It is a fact that the nutritional 

transition from traditional to non-traditional, 

modern,” Western” foods often goes hand in hand 

with an increase in the disease burden. So, it is crucial 

to realize the significant importance of traditional 

food.  

Millet-based traditional foods hold significant 

importance in our diet due to their nutritional 

richness, culinary versatility, and sustainable 

cultivation practices. Millets have been integral to 

human diets for centuries, providing essential 

nutrients such as fiber, protein, vitamins, and 

minerals. Incorporating millet into our daily meals can 

contribute to improved health outcomes, including 

better weight management, reduced risk of chronic 

diseases, and enhanced overall well-being. In addition 

to their nutritional and environmental benefits, millet-
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based traditional foods also carry cultural significance, 

connecting us to our heritage and fostering a sense of 

community and tradition. As we savor the flavors of 

millet-based dishes passed down through generations, 

we honor our culinary legacy and celebrate the 

richness of diverse food cultures. 

Table 1: Description of different vernacular names of millets 

Sl. 
No
. 

English Sorghu
m 

Pearl 
Millet 

Finger 
millet 

Little 
millet 

Kodo 
millet 

Foxtail/ 
Italian 
millet 

Barnyard 
millet 

Proso 
millet 

1 Hindi Jowar Bajra Mandua Kutki Kodon Kangni, 
Kakum 

Sanwa, 
Jhangon 

Barre 

2 Sanskrit – – Nandimukh
i, Madhuli 

– Kodara Kangu
ni 

Shyama Chiná 

3 Kannada Jola Sajjai Ragi Same Harka Navane Oodalu Baragu 

4 Tamil Cholam Kambo
o 

Kelvaragu Samai Varagu Tenai Kuthiravaa
li 

Panivarag
u 

5 Telugu Jonna Sajjalu Ragulu Samalu Arikel
u, 
Arika 

Korra, 
Korralu 

Udalu, 
Kodisama 

Varigulu, 
Varagalu 

6 Malayala
m 

Cholam Kambo
o 

Moothari Chama Varagu Thina – Panivarag
u 

7 Marathi Jcwari Bajri Nachni Sava Kodra Kang, 
Rala 

Shamul Vari 

8 Gujarati Juar Bajri Nagli, Bavto Gajro, 
Kuri 

Kodra Kang Sama Cheno 

9 Bengali Juar Bajra Mandua Kanga
ni 

Kodo Kaon Shamula Cheena 

10 Punjabi – Bajra Mandhuka, 
Mandhal 

Swank Kodra Kangni Swank Cheena 

 *** Source: Dayakar et. al., (2017) 
Nutritional composition of millets 

Millets, known for their rich nutritional 

content and high dietary fiber, offer superior nutrition 

compared to refined cereals. They serve as excellent 

sources of protein, micronutrients, and 

phytochemicals, with a typical composition of 7-12% 

protein, 2-5% fat, 65-75% carbohydrates, and 15-20% 

dietary fiber. Notably, the essential amino acid profile 

of millet protein surpasses that of many cereals. 

Additionally, millets boast significant levels of 

vitamins and minerals, including phosphorus and 

iron, while containing fewer cross-linked prolamins, 

enhancing protein digestibility. Furthermore, millets 

contribute to antioxidant activity through components 

like phytates, polyphenols, tannins, anthocyanins, 

phytosterols, and pinacosanols, playing vital roles in 

combating aging and metabolic diseases. However, 

akin to cereal proteins, millet proteins are deficient in 

lysine. 

Important nutritional characteristics of millets and 

their traditional recipes 

Sorghum or Jowar 

Sorghum is widely cultivated and consumed 

across many states in India. The major portion of 

sorghum protein is prolamin (Kaffirin) which has a 

unique feature of lowering digestibility upon cooking 

which might be a health benefit for certain dietary 

groups. It is rich in protein, fibre, thiamine, riboflavin, 

folic acid and β-carotene. It is rich in potassium, 

phosphorus, and calcium with sufficient amounts of 

iron, zinc, and sodium. Sorghum is extensively used 

across India to make Rotis, Upma, and Kichidi, 

Porridge. They are also made into gruel, parched, 
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flaked, popped, malted, used in bakery, sorghum 

syrup (molasses), etc. 

Pearl millet or bajra 

It has been grown and consumed extensively 

in the African and Indian subcontinent since ancient 

times. Pearl millet contains a considerably high 

proportion of proteins (12-16%) as well as lipids (4-

6%). It contains 11.5% of dietary fibre. It increases the 

transit time of food in the guts and hence reduces the 

risk of inflammatory bowel disease. The niacin content 

in pearl millet is higher than all other cereals. It also 

contains folate, magnesium, iron, copper, zinc, and 

Vitamin E and B-complex.  It has a high energy content 

compared to other millets. It is also rich in calcium and 

unsaturated fats which are good for health. Pearl 

millet is rich in phosphorus which helps cells store 

energy, and many other vital minerals. Often cooked 

in winter, pearl brings warmth to the body and 

increases energy levels. Traditional pearl millet 

recipes include roti, kichidi, and bajra-based sweets. 

Kambankoozh is an old-time porridge from Tamil 

Nadu and bhakri roti, eaten across India, from 

Maharashtra to Gujarat and Karnataka.  

Finger Millet or Ragi 

Ragi has the highest calcium content of all the 

millets and grows easily in arid areas. Ragi has the 

highest mineral content. It contains lower levels of 

protein (6-8%) and fat (1.5-2%). Finger millet proteins 

are unique because of their sulfur-rich amino acid 

contents.  The grains have excellent malting properties 

and are widely known for their use as weaning foods.  

It has high antioxidant activity. Often referred to as an 

anti-diabetic grain, its high fibre content also checks 

constipation, cholesterol, and intestinal cancer. Ragi 

balls or ragi mudde as they are locally known, are a 

staple in Karnataka. Ragi malt, or porridge being 

highly nutritious and easy-to-digest is a common 

weaning food. Energy bars, cookies, pudding, laddu, 

cereal mix, ragi based drinks are certain conventional 

foods. 

Foxtail millet 

Possibly the oldest cultivated millet, it is 

thought to have originated in Northern China, where 

it is highly regarded as a healing food for postpartum 

and digestive health. Foxtail millet has a rich mineral 

content and is especially high in iron and copper. It 

provides a host of nutrients, has a sweet nutty flavor, 

and is considered to be one of the most digestible and 

non-allergic grains. A popular fasting food in some 

parts of India, it is interestingly known as little rice. 

Certain traditional foxtail millet recipes are Idli, 

Upma, and Payasam.  

Little Millet, Samai or Kutki 

The smallest of the millet family, little millet is 

yet another reliable catch crop grown across India. It is 

very easy to cook and is often simply used as rice and 

in fact, can be used in any recipe that demands rice. 

Higher iron content gives it an edge over rice 

especially for those with anaemia. It is usually 

consumed by substituting rice in pulav, payasam, 

kichidi, and biryani, in fact, any rice recipe with little 

millet. 

Barnyard Millet 

Barnyard millet has the highest fibre and iron 

content among millets. It has a low carbohydrate 

content and is a good source of B-complex vitamins.  

Its grain also possesses other functional constituents 

i.e., gamma amino butyric acid (GABA) and beta-

glucan, used as antioxidants and in reducing blood 

lipid levels. Traditionally, it has been used to make 

different types of porridges. Slightly sticky when 

cooked, it is popular during Navratri, when they are 

used to make Upma, Khichdi, and Pulav during fasts.  

Proso Millet  

Though its protein content (12.5%) is similar to 

that of wheat, it is considered a far higher quality 

protein source because it is not only rich in essential 

amino acids (leucine, isoleucine, and methionine), but 

it is also gluten-free. It has significant amounts of 

carbohydrates and fatty acids and is a good source of 

manganese. Traditional proso millet recipes are 

Upma, Pulav, Biryani and Porridge.  

Kodo Millet or Araka 

As with other varieties, Kodo was 

domesticated several thousands of years ago. It has a 

high amount of lecithin and is excellent for 

strengthening the nervous system. It is also rich in B 

vitamins, especially niacin, B6, and folic acid, as well as 

minerals such as iron, potassium, magnesium, and 
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zinc. Kodo millet is traditionally consumed as Pulav, 

Kichadi, Upma, Idli, Dosa, Puttu, Idiyappam, and 

Laddoo. 

Conclusion  

Millets are packed with essential nutrients 

such as protein, fiber, vitamins, and minerals, making 

them an excellent choice for maintaining overall health 

and vitality. Their gluten-free nature also makes them 

suitable for individuals with gluten sensitivities or 

celiac disease. Moreover, millets are incredibly 

versatile and can be incorporated into a wide range of 

dishes, from savory to sweet, catering to various 

culinary preferences. In conclusion, incorporating 

millet-based traditional foods into our diets not only 

nourishes our bodies but also nourishes our souls, 

offering a holistic approach to health and well-being. 

Embrace the goodness of millet and rediscover the joy 

of wholesome eating. 
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