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    WN Sugar. Sidney Mintz         

  Slavery, sugar, and global power       

 

  
 

‘Europe supported by Africa and America’. This 1796 engraving by visionary 

William Blake is the frontispiece of Sweetness and Power by anthropologist           

and historian Sidney Mintz, showing that slavery and sugar fuelled                   

capitalism, drove the Industrial Revolution, and made Britain imperial 

_____________________________________________________ 
 

Uncanny.  These days I have been reading Peter Ackroyd’s biography of William 

Blake, and consulting Sidney Mintz’s 1985 book Sweetness and Power as I drafted my 

Update on US and Caribbean power politics for this issue of WN.  Both books are on 

my desk. Then Mark Wahlqvist and Marion Nestle let me know that Sid died on 26 

December, age 93. So I write this short tribute to Sid on the day before this WN is 

sent to be mounted to go on line. 
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William Blake (1757-1827) is now best known as a painter and as composer of the 

rousing hymn ‘Jerusalem’ which ends every year’s ‘Prom’ concerts in London. He 

was also a poet, engraver and visionary who like many Britons in the period of the 

American and French Revolutions was immersed in radical politics. He did not risk 

prison by writing broadsides. Instead, he envisioned earthly heavens and hells in his 

art. Sidney Mintz made the inspired choice of Blake’s engraving ‘Europe Supported 

by Africa and America’ as the frontispiece of his masterpiece Sweetness and Power. The 

Place of Sugar in World History, published in 1985.  

 

Sugar, capitalism and imperialism 
 

In her tribute to Sid, Marion writes 
 

      When my colleagues and I started Food Studies programs at NYU, we considered  

Sweetness and Power to be the seminal work in the field.  So did everyone else.  We polled 

academics working on food issues about what should be included in a Food Studies 

‘canon -  a list of books that every student ought to master.  Only one book appeared on 

everyone’s list: Sweetness and Power. 
 

Amen to that. Sugar is usually perceived by people concerned with diet and nutrition, 

as a nutrient supplying energy, or a foodstuff, or an ingredient, preservative, bulking 

agent or sweetener. This is all true and important, but the whole story of sugar is 

much, much more interesting and serious. What William Blake’s engraving evokes, 

and what Sidney Mintz shows in Sweetness and Power, is that the ‘triangular trade’ 

involving the shipping of slaves from Africa to the Americas, and the production and 

export of sugar from the Americas to Europe, fuelled capitalism, the Industrial 

Revolution, and the British Empire – for England became the centre of the world 

sugar trade in the 16th century, and in some ways still is.  
 

Globalisation and transnational corporations have a history of half a millennium.  

The fact that consumption of sugar in Britain rocketed from an annual average in 

pounds weight of 4 in 1700, to 18 in 1800, to almost saturation point of 90 in 1900 – 

where in various forms it has stuck ever since except during the two world wars – is a 

side issue. The public health problem is one part of a far greater phenomenon. This 

is the seizure of production, distribution and consumption of sugar, and of other 

edible products, and of global trade in all commodities, by corporations in the global 

North that ravage and plunder vulnerable countries in the global South. This in effect 

is what William Blake depicts in his beguiling, disturbing engraving.  
 

Sidney Mintz was an anthropologist whose fieldwork was done in the sugar cane 

plantations of Puerto Rico and in Jamaica and Haiti from the late 1940s and 

throughout the 1950s. His decision to examine the politics and economics of sugar, 

and the relationships between owners, workers, industry, politicians, and consumers, 

combines with the wisdom of his thought and beauty of his writing, make Sweetness 

and Power a kind of miracle. It is one of the books that explain the editorial policy of 

World Nutrition – and of Nourish, to come.  If you have not done so, do please read, 

mark and inwardly digest Sweetness and Power.  


