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WILLIAM GERVASE CLARENCE-SMITH, Cocoa and Chocolate, 1765-
1914 (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), xiv + 319 pp. ISBN 0
415 21576 5. £ 55.00

In 1998 Germany imported 268 000 tons of raw cocoa worth 784 mil -
lion Deutschmarks. In the same year Germans consumed 8.16 kilos of
chocolate per capita. However, probably few Germans are aware that
each chocolate bar they enjoy contains a world of history. Cocoa has
for centuries been party to the linkage of peoples of different coun -
tries and continents, through trade, investment, migration, conquest,
and cultural and religious diffusion. As the volume under review
convincingly demonstrates, the history of cocoa before the First
World War indicates that ‘globalization’ is far from being a recent
phenomenon. Reading Cocoa and Chocolate one even gains the impres-
sion that, in many ways, the world was more globalized before 1914
than it is today.

While the topic of cocoa in the twentieth century has already been
explored in considerable detail, this study concentrates on the hith -
erto widely neglected period between the Seven Years War and the
First World War. William Gervase Clarence-Smith, a well-known
and widely published economic historian of Africa and Asia has set
himself a formidable task. Archival material is sparse and spread all
over the world; to read the documents and consult the relevant liter -
ature requires a knowledge of many languages. Moreover, statistics
on world cocoa exports do not exist in any systematic form before
1894. I can think of no historian better equipped than Clarence-Smith
to cope with this Herculean task. Still, the limits of this one-man his-
toriographical enterprise are obvious. A great deal of information
does not seem to have been fully digested. The author (and the read-
er with him) at times become lost in the maze of details. The text is
somewhat repetitive; moreover it occasionally seems like a patch -
work of paragraphs, each consisting of highly condensed statements
gathered together from various sources.

Nevertheless, Clarence-Smith provides an extremely valuable
account of the world history of cocoa and chocolate in the long nine-
teenth century which sheds new light on a number of aspects. The
author’s main concern is to understand the wealth and poverty of
nations, ‘using the cocoa-to-chocolate commodity chain in the liberal
era as a litmus test for theories of economic development’ (p. 1). This
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commodity chain is conceptualized as a life cycle which leads from
sowing a cocoa seed to the final enjoyment of a cup of hot chocolate,
which before 1914 was the most common form of consumption. The
period under consideration, the age of liberalism, was characterized
by the gradual freeing of commodity markets, the growing mobility
of labour and capital, and an ever more stable single currency in the
form of gold. It offered cocoa producers a chance to benefit from ris-
ing consumption of chocolate in the West, itself driven by the impact
of free trade. A fundamental—and surely controversial—premiss of
this book is that to export primary agricultural commodities is not, as
numerous authors see it, an economic dead end, but may be the only
possible route to development for certain countries or regions. Thus,
according to Clarence-Smith, the successes and failures of the liberal
era examined in his study may provide some useful lessons for
today’s ‘cocoa actors’.

The book begins at the end of the commodity chain, the con -
sumption of chocolate. This decision makes sense, since the demand
for chocolate can be seen as the prime mover of the whole chain.
There was a favourable long-term trend in demand for chocolate up
to the First World War, embedded in cultural preferences, and occa -
sionally affected by shifts in taste, production, availability, or cost.
The great chocolate boom took place between the 1880s and 1914,
when this commodity progressed more rapidly than either coffee or
tea in the West, and prices held up better. As Clarence-Smith shows,
this success was based on a number of factors. One of them was prod-
uct diversification. Sales expanded as lighter and more digestible
powders came on to the market, alkalized to improve taste, colour,
and ease of mixing with liquids. At the same time, Swiss technical
breakthroughs in the 1870s revolutionized the quality of eating
chocolate and created milk chocolate. The spread of chocolate con -
sumption to the industrial working class was also crucial. However,
while our knowledge about the ‘chocolate obsessions’ of upper-class
Westerners and the changing tastes of the emerging industrial prole-
tariat is rapidly expanding, much less can be said about poor people
in the tropics. 

The rise of new food products after 1880 tied the fortunes of
chocolate more closely to allied inputs, notably sugar, nuts, milk, and
wheat, prices of which were generally low and declining in this peri-
od. The rise of the modern chocolate industry during this period was
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underpinned by the development of new machines and sources of
energy. A labourer could produce 500 kilos of chocolate paste a day
in a factory in the 1890s, compared to 10 kilos a day in pre-industrial
workshops. However, even the most modern factory was far from
being fully automated, and there was thus a marked rise in the num-
ber of chocolate workers. Clarence-Smith observes that all over
Europe and in the United States, the workforce became increasingly
female and juvenile. Employers stressed the need for manual dexter -
ity in delicate operations, though compressing wage costs was prob-
ably a more important consideration. The author could not find sub-
stantial evidence to support allegations that Western firms manipu -
lated prices by forming cartels. Companies occasionally entered into
agreements to fix prices, but such agreements were limited in scope
and time, and usually collapsed quickly under competitive pressure.
As with consumption, very little is known about chocolate manufac-
turing, about entrepreneurs, their strategies, and their workers ‘on
the periphery’. The most basic data are lacking in almost all cases.
But also as far as the West is concerned, there is remarkably little
published work on the chocolate industry outside England.

However, according to Clarence-Smith, the aspect of commercial-
ization and credit is the link in the commodity chain about which
least is known. Surprisingly enough, there is only scanty evidence
about the commercial diasporas around the cocoa producing coun -
tries or about the Hanseatic, Swiss, Corsican, and Genoese cocoa
merchants who emerged in the early nineteenth century. At the level
of brokers and dealers in Western cities, the fog is even denser. More
information is available about questions of land and labour in the
cocoa producing areas. The need for supplies of virgin forest engen -
dered complex struggles over rights to land between local people,
immigrant smallholders, and owners of large estates. The state
attempted to arbitrate, but was usually weak in remote forested
areas, and many land disputes have simmered on to the present day.
Large landowners, often absentees, mostly obtained official conces -
sions on ‘waste lands’, while immigrant smallholders sought accom -
modation with local inhabitants. The fate of the original forest-
dwellers was mixed. Some suffered from ‘ethnic cleansing’, others
were outnumbered by immigrant strangers, while yet others became
the major local cocoa producers. A very interesting chapter of the
book deals with the resurgence of large estates during the great cocoa
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boom from the 1880s. Two processes underlay this comeback: the
ability of élites to manipulate the allocation of land rights, and the
rise of pseudo-scientific and racist ideas about tropical agriculture,
namely, a conviction that science would transform tropical agricul -
ture, and that biologically inferior tropical people would merely pro-
vide unskilled labour.

Equally instructive are the sections concerning the other basic fac-
tor of production: labour. During the ‘liberal era’, coerced labour
proved remarkably durable, and the resurgence of estates at the end
of the nineteenth century even led to a new wave of slavery and
forced labour. The advantage of coerced labour was not that it was
cheap, but that it was readily available. This was particularly impor -
tant for estate owners, who usually found it difficult to recruit. There
was thus an intimate relationship between the survival of estates and
the persistence of coerced labour. From the middle of the nineteenth
century on, however, the world’s cocoa was mainly produced by free
workers. This was partly because of labour reforms, and partly
because of the spread of smallholdings. In general, smallholders
employed members of their (extended) families, but they had to
draw workers from outside the family whenever a major cocoa boom
developed. Smallholders sometimes also coerced labour, especially
in Africa, but they generally had recourse to cheap and flexible
arrangements, such as sharecropping.

In his discussion of modes of cultivation, Clarence-Smith con -
vincingly argues that smallholder production of cocoa held efficien -
cy advantages over production on plantations, which could be ineffi-
ciently large in scale. Methods of cultivation and primary processing,
especially those of small farmers, were often denounced as ‘primi -
tive’. In reality, they reflected a quest for maximum output at mini -
mum cost. Large estates that adopted ‘scientific’ methods were some-
times successful at a purely technical level, but they failed to make
sufficient returns. Again, the author does an excellent job in pointing
out the lacunae in existing research. One of the problems still
unsolved is the interplay between economic and ideological factors
in the producers’ decision-making on how to grow cocoa. Expla -
nations relating to the availability of labour or ecological reasons usu-
ally put forward by economic historians are not entirely satisfying.

Incidentally Clarence-Smith provides interesting evidence con -
cerning the important role of Germany and Germans in the world of
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cocoa and chocolate prior to 1914. For instance, the world’s first spe -
cialized cocoa journal, Der Gordian , was written in German (and thus
remains a source neglected by many historians working on this com -
modity). During the second half of the nineteenth century,
Germany’s most striking niche in the cocoa industry was as a manu -
facturer of machinery. The Dresden firm of Lehmann became the
word’s foremost supplier of machines to process cocoa beans. The
Cologne chocolate firm of Stollwerck also branched out into the man-
ufacture of machinery in 1866, exporting to France, Britain and the
USA. Anton Reiche, founded in Dresden in 1870, was the largest pro-
ducer of moulds in the world by 1910, employing some 500 workers
and pioneering the use of nickel-plating. In 1907 the chocolate and
confectionery labour force in Germany numbered 27 200. Finally,
Germans played an important part in the international cocoa trade,
for example, in Latin America, where German traders, often from
Hamburg, built up successful import-export houses. For anyone
embarking on this field of research, as for many other topics related
to cocoa and chocolate, Clarence-Smith’s study is an excellent start -
ing point.
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colonization in Tanzania.
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