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“The CONSUMER of West India produce may be considered as the Master-spring that gives motion 
and effect to the whole Machine of cruelties… […] The SLAVE TRADE can receive from no man 
greater encouragement, than by his Consumption of the PRODUCE”; 

Anonymous pamphlet, “The Duty of Abstaining from the Use of West India Produce, A Speech, 
Delivered at Coach-Maker’s Hall, Jan 12, 1792 (London).” 
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6 Evans & Rydén 2007, chapter 4 
7 This is pretty similar to the picture shown by Peter Kriedte for the period at the end of the 16th century, 

when European imports of spices from Asia or precious metals from the Americas were worth 
significantly much more than all the European imports of cereals from the Baltic, even though the 
volume of the former was only a small fraction of the latter, see Kriedte 1980, p 41. 
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Graphs 3A–3B might perhaps give an indication of how luxurious sugar was, putting 

the price of sugar in relation to the price of two other basic food items – cereals and 

butter – in both Sweden and Denmark.;9 In the graph, the price of sugar is divided by 

the price for the same weight of butter and cereals, respectively, giving an indication of 

the alternative cost of sugar.  

As can be seen in graph 3A, sugar is in Sweden approximately 50–70 times as 

expensive as the same weight of cereals, around the middle of the 17th century. The 

ratio falls significantly over time, so that sugar is approximately 10 times as expensive 

as cereals by the early 19th century. The same case appears when looking at the price 

ratio between sugar and butter in Sweden: there is a steady fall in the ratio, meaning that 

sugar is becoming ever cheaper relative to the other commodities. In the case of 
                                                 
14�,��	����;**8�
15������������!�.�������������
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Denmark the available data seem to show the same trends: the price differential between 

sugar on the one hand, and both cereals and butter on the other, is falling significantly 

during the first part of the 18th century. During the second half, however, this trend 

changes – first in relation to butter, but later also in relation to cereals. The relative price 

of sugar thus starts to rise somewhat at least by the late 18th century in Denmark. 
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����������

Today, few people would think of sugar as a substitute for other, more nutritious 

foodstuffs – at least not a good one at that. Carole Shammas has however argued that 

this was not how many people at the time considered it, at least not in Britain. Many 

people of the labouring classes in Britain did actually substitute potentially more 

nutritious foodstuffs for sugar and tea, and used sugar as a quick and easy source of 
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energy – despite the low nutritional value. This reduced the total calorie intake of 

labouring classes in Britain, Shammas argues, since the calories one could get per penny 

was lower for sugar than for most other foodstuffs.16 It does not seem unreasonable that 

at least a share of the population in Scandinavia, even though smaller than in Britain, 

substituted foodstuffs in a similar manner. 
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������������������������������;5��� �������#��������������;)D7�C���E������� ���������������

����#�������������������������;D����������#����������������������E���������#�������������������

���� 1����� '������ ���� ��� ������ 	�� �!������#� 	��� ������ ��� ��� �������� ��������	��� ������
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����������������������������%�������������������������'����������������������� ������������#�

���&������� ���������������������������������

It does seem reasonable to assume that the prices had a major impact on consumption 

in the case of Denmark as well, since the relative price of sugar in Denmark was falling 

at least from the beginning of the 18th century, until the 1770s, as was shown earlier in 

graph 3B. From the 1770s onwards, however, the price of sugar in Denmark again starts 

to rise, which fits well with and to a large part might explain the stagnation in 

consumption that Denmark experienced during the same time. 

������� ���� �������� ���������������������� ��� ����+������������#� ������������ �� ���
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6-�7�����	����

This paper has tried to answer a couple of questions: How did the market for sugar 

develop in the Baltic Sea region? When did sugar experience the shift from luxury to 

everyday commodity in the two Scandinavian countries? What factors are important to 

explain the shift? What impacts did institutional differences between the two countries, 

regarding the production of and trade in the commodity, have upon the development?  
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