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In his book, Sweetness and Power, Sidney Mints examines the historical role of West Indian sugar in British society during the colonial era.  He argues that sugar was more than a casual food additive, but that sweetness itself in varying forms of sucrose products was pivotal in the transformation of Britain into an industrial force, and served as the first great leveler in a class based society.  

An anthropologist by trade, Mintz begins his work by assessing the importance of food and eating in human culture, referencing Lorna Marshalls’ work on the !Kung Bushmen to establish the centrality of not only sustenance but the acts and associated meaning of obtaining, dispersing and partaking in nutrition.  From this same example, Mintz addresses the social tendency to take meals in ratios of large complex carbohydrate portions to quite small but quite significant portions of sauces and condiments intended to break the monotony of an unchanging menu.  He fails to address riverine, lacustrine and coastal peoples whose diet would have been primarily protein-based.  It is Mintz’s assertion that this pattern of complex carbohydrate/ amuse pairing has remained largely unchanged from the early beginnings of human social history until very recently, a phenomenal change that he attributes in part to the introduction of sugar and credits as well for the successful assimilation of sugar into British diet.  The subject of eating and its social meaning is a topic to which he returns in the final chapter of the book in an attempt to explain why and how that tendency has diminished, crediting the radical swing towards individualized dining-on-the-run to a shared impression that there is not time enough for the prolonged family –based meals central to the eating experiences of past generations.  Sugar, Mintz argues, is a major contributor to that change, becoming an almost granted ingredient in mass pre-produced, convenience foods.  


The bulk of Sweetness and Power is dedicated to examining how sugar became a force in British society.  At the first the argument is basic: people like sweetness.  In examining cultures previously unexposed to sucrose, invariably the first taste is one met with delight and enjoyment.  Mintz suggests that sweetness is a signal to humans that a substance is edible, making the associated pleasure evolutionary and universal.  No accounting, of course, for individual differences.   Mintz goes so far as to present theories of fetal experiences of sweetness, citing human breast milk and neonatal preferences for glucose over pure water as evidence.  The author, however, appears unconvinced by this data and reverts back to the “people like sweetness” approach.  From this, Mintz builds a socio-political theory of how an exotic substance such as sugar infiltrated British aristocratic society and spread down and out into the diet of the proletariat.  Although no direct causal relationship is ever established, the understanding is that sucrose and honey date back to Arabic and Galanic (humoral) medical texts for use in remedies for everything from eye infections to the Black Death.  Through Islamic expansion into Europe, western civilization came into contact with sugar as a luxury item.  During early phases of colonization, European nations began to establish sugar plantations, though the only clarification Mintz provides as to why this crop was chosen is to mention the possibilities for diversification and increased opportunities for the less than exorbitantly wealthy to break into the plantation system.  This explanation, however, references time periods after the West Indies were fully involved in the Imperial system.  Whatever the initial impetus, once sugar broke into British royal circles as a luxury item it became an import to be reckoned with.  Prohibitively expensive, its use was limited to only the wealthiest and was, to some extent, re-exported to other European nations.  At this phase, sugar was used as a spice and medicine, but quickly took on a decorative function.  A practice similarly followed in the Islamic world, British royalty commissioned subtleties of sugar in ever greater size and detail to symbolize their wealth and status- their ability to waste and consume a rare good beyond the reach of the lower classes.  
Isolation among the wealthy and prestigious remained the status quo for several centuries, the diffusion of sugar use reaching only so far as the less than royal but far from peasant upper classes in a process that Mintz refers to as “intensification,” marked by emulation and imitation.  Demand among these limited spheres of society was enough, however, to precipitate a cordoning off of re-exportation and a growing argument for “free trade.”  Free trade advocates asserted that if the price of sugar was more reasonable, demand among the lower classes could be fostered and would be boundless.  From this, Mintz derives his argument regarding power.  He contends that sugar use did not naturally spread into the lower classes, but that demand was artificially contrived and that the circumstances that made sugar affordable were the result of intense lobbying and political influence.  This argument, however, seems rather contrived itself, especially as it contradicts the furtive, if disjointed, line of evidence that suggests that the only natural outcome was the mass assimilation of sugar into the British diet.  Mintz references everything from ale and sweetened spirits to the inadequate caloric intake of the British peasantry and later working class to assure that the only possible outcome was the one he presents.  The only legitimate evidence for a sugar power play is that sugar was difficult to import on the black market and therefore a guaranteed source of tax revenue, as was coffee, chocolate, and especially tea.  But it is a stretch to claim that tea was intentionally popularized in order to boost sugar consumption, or that increased sugar calories in any way fortified the British work force (especially as Mintz himself admits that sugar calories often took the place of nutritive proteins and complex carbohydrates).  Perhaps a theory of power can be built around the near-industrial sugar plantation system complete with division of labor and the curious place of slavery in economic systems, but this line of thought is not carried to its logical conclusions and seems out of place in the history Mintz presents.

In Sweetness and Power, Mintz has assembled a provocative collection of data and theories that points to a history of modern sugar consumption.  The changes in diet that he illustrates are indeed significant, and certainly sugar comes out a clear instrument of change, perhaps even the leveler of class Mintz hints at.  The story of power, however, hovers somewhere among the history awaiting evidence enough to merit an argument.   
