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A Question of Comparison—British
Caribbean Slavery and the Holocaust
in Germany and Occupied Europe

Introduction

The purpose of this book is to compare the systems of exploitative race
relations associated with slavery in the British colonial Caribbean and the
Holocaust in Germany and the Nazi-occupied countries in Europe. Each
system was imposed by expansionist European colonial powers—Britain
and Germany—though the enslavement, dehumanising and destruction
of human life for the purpose of creating plantation infrastructure, and
the export of tropical products in the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries, did not have the same rationale (racial exploitation plus neglectful
high slave mortality) as the forced labour and mass murder of Jews, Sinti,
and Roma during the Second World War. The Nazis, for their part, cre-
ated an eliminatory concentration camp-cum-forced labour regime plus
colonial-style ethnic cleansing of Jews and Slavs.

The juxtaposition of these companion studies will reveal comparisons
and contrasts rarely explored in the field of race relations under colonial-
ism/occupation. Ruth Kluger, a Jewish survivor of Auschwitz and Bergen
Belsen, has argued:

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2024 3
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We would be condemned to be isolated monads if we didn’t compare and
generalize, for comparisons are the bridges from one unique life to another.
In our hearts we all know that some aspects of the [Holocaust] have been
repeated elsewhere, today and yesterday, and will return in new guise
tomorrow; and the camps, too, were only imitations (unique imitations, to

be sure) of what had occurred the day before yesterday (Kluger 2003, 69).

A disclaimer is in order before pursuing this comparative frame-
work. This research is not about slavery in the USA or Latin America,
where black slaves were a minority of the labour force (other than at
the local level), and labour-intensive sugar was not the major export
crop. However, it is about the full range of victims of the Holocaust,
such as Sinti and Roma and asocials (social misfits), and is not con-
cerned solely with the Jewish victims of Nazism. Its focus is on race
and how race and ethnicity were socially and culturally constructed in
the British colonial Caribbean, where the harsh sugar plantation
regime entailed the labouring to death of slaves of African origin
between 1650 and 1838 (Higman 1984); and the Holocaust, which
involved both labouring to death and outright mass murder perpe-
trated on Jews, Sinti and Roma and other targeted populations, par-
ticularly Slavs, by Nazi Germans during the Second World War
between 1939 and 1945 (Roseman 2003).

The scale of the tragedy is expressed in the size of the slave population
on the eve of the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1807, when a mere 28
per cent of the 2.7 million Africans shipped to the British Caribbean
were still alive. About 350,000 died on the Middle Passage, and season-
ing mortality took one half of new arrivals in the Caribbean before 1700,
reducing to one-fourth after 1790 (Morgan 2011). In comparison, the
Jewish population of Europe was 11 million when Heydrich reported it
to the deferred Wannsee Meeting in 1942; and 6 million were eliminated
in the Holocaust in its various phases—the Holocaust by bullets; the
deaths associated with the General Plan for the East, the Operation
Reinhardt Death Camps; and the labouring-to-death camps and other
associated atrocities (Gilbert 1991; Roseman 2003).

Comparative history—the comparison of different societies, social
groups or empires—usually involves the same time period, or examines
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shared socio-cultural circumstances at different times. In this book the
four principal common denominators that make feasible the detailed
comparison of British Caribbean slavery and the Holocaust in Europe—
though differentiated in time and place—are racism, colonialism/occu-
pation, slavery/forced labour, and death. By examining British Caribbean
slavery and the Holocaust together, one is engaging with the most egre-
gious episodes in European colonial history. The aim is to gain a better
understanding of the way in which racial and religious persecution
selected forced rather than free labour in colonial or quasi-colonial con-
texts, gave rise to forced population displacements, and established con-
trolled economic spaces such as colonial sugar plantations and
concentration camps with modern industrial capacity.

Racism in the British colonial Caribbean was expressed by the colonial
white English “master race” in its exploitative relations with African
slaves, selected for their alleged inferiority, and with an interstitial cate-
gory of subordinated free coloured people created in the islands through
race mixing. The mainstay of the colonial economy was the sugar planta-
tion, and the purpose of economic endeavour was sugar exports grown
and manufactured by coerced slaves driven under the whip; their very
being was threatened over a period of 150 years by persistent natural
decrease enhanced by disease, the only remedy for which was perpetual
imports of replacement slave labour from Africa.

Racism in Germany was expressed by the Nazi state under the dicta-
torship of Hitler; the victims from birth being Jews, Sinti and Roma.
They were persecuted, isolated, terrorized and treated as vermin; but the
more Germany expanded through war into occupied/colonized Europe,
the larger became the victim population that was to be spatially relocated
in colonial fashion. Subjected to forced migration, forced labour in con-
centration camps and ghettos, these target populations were vulnerable
to the “Holocaust by bullets” as the German attack on the Soviet Union,
known as Operation Barbarossa, was launched in 1941. Afterwards the
killing of Jews and Gypsies was systematized and took place in death
camps and labouring-to-death camps, and drew into victimhood the Slav
populations of Poland and the Ukraine.
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Slavery and Holocaust Studies
and Reparations

Slavery and Holocaust Studies

In his classic work, Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional and
Intellectual Life, Stanley Elkins at one point drew on the literature of Nazi
concentration camps to excavate the psychological consequences of being
totally powerless for a long period of time—namely, the condition of
psychological dependency (Elkins 1963). Three common characteristics
of dependency were identified: lack of resistance; scarcity of suicide; and
absence of hatred towards captors. All were at times present in Nazi
camps but absent from British Caribbean slavery, perhaps because Nazi
incarceration was so complete and the slave plantation system so porous.
Even more important for this book was Elkins’ association of both slavery
and Nazi forced labour with white male patriarchy. This was the driving
force that determined the social construction of race, colour, and ethnic-
ity in the context of both British Caribbean slavery and the Holocaust.

Since 1970 a great deal has been written about slavery in the USA and
the Caribbean following the ground-breaking publication of Fogel and
Engerman’s quantitative study, Zime on the Cross: The Economics of
American Negro Slavery (Fogel and Engerman 1974), and Barry Higman’s
innovative research and publications on the historical demography of
Jamaica and the other British Caribbean slave colonies (Higman 1976,
1984). Equally mind-changing since the ending of the Cold War in 1989
and the opening of the archives (and increased German receptiveness to
alternative interpretations), have been the scores of publications by a
cohort of German and Polish scholars of the Holocaust dealing with the
Second World War and the concentration camps.

But with only a few exceptions, these two tragic, barbaric events—
Caribbean slavery and the Holocaust, though sharing roots in racism,
imperialism, fascism and anti-Semitism—had until the early 2000s rarely
been compared, and then only historically by Elkins and Drescher, and
philosophically by Arendt, and Mordekhai Thomas (Arendt 1958;
Drescher 2001; Elkins 1963; Thomas 1993). Mordekhai Thomas, a black
Jewish American, refused outright to differentiate between the two forms
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of racial and religious persecution—American black enslavement and
Jewish forced labour and the Holocaust—refusing to treat one as being
worse than the other.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century Drescher published an
important comparative chapter on transport during transatlantic slavery
and the Holocaust (Drescher 2001), but a more complex contribution
had to await a special number of the Zeitschrift fiir Weltgeschichte in 2002.
This contained six papers dealing with slavery and forced labour, of which
two comparative papers are particularly relevant to this book. The first,
by Higman, dealt with plantation slavery in North America and the
Caribbean; the second, by Fiillberg-Stolberg reported “comparative
thoughts” on Zwangsarbeit (forced labour), comparing and contrasting
Nazi forced labour with the regimes of the Soviet Gulag and Caribbean
slavery.

Higman pointed out that slave sugar in the British Caribbean and
American slave cotton had different climatic requirements, one tropical
and the other temperate to sub-tropical, and therefore different epidemi-
ologies and mortalities. Slaves were unable to reproduce in the Caribbean
without being replenished by the slave trade, because the work was so
lethal, the climate disease-ridden, and the late weaning by slave mothers
suppressed fertility. Yet, among North American slaves the opposite
applied, and almost no major additions to their numbers from the slave
traders were required after the early eighteenth century (Higman 2002).

Fillberg-Stolberg argued that Nazi forced labour was more effectively
exploitative than both the Gulag and British Caribbean slavery. However,
he failed to emphasize the industrial modernity of much German forced
labour in high-technology armaments developed from 1943 to 1945,
when compared to the absence of the very same manufacturing regime
and technology, and its capacity to exploit labour in the Gulag and in the
pre-industrial British Caribbean slave system. Although the Gulag was
shown to be considerably less murderous than German forced labour, he
gave greater weight to the attritional aspects of labouring-to-death in the
Nazi concentration camps than on the Caribbean sugar plantations,
where white slave masters were highly dependent on an endless supply of
slaves as replacement labour (Fiillberg-Stolberg 2002). But beyond these
helpful observations, there was no attempt at a more systematic compara-
tive analysis.
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Reparations for Slavery and the Holocaust

Despite the lack of interest prior to 2002 in comparative research embrac-
ing Caribbean slavery and the Holocaust, it is significant to mention that
both historic events themselves were accompanied by appeals for repara-
tions. The first took place during the abolition of slavery, and finally
involved a vote in the House of Commons in 1833 to raise the funds to
pay £20 million to compensate British Empire slave owners (mostly from
the Caribbean) for their loss of property in their slaves. But there was no
compensation for the slaves themselves. Furthermore, more than half the
indemnity for slavery ended up back in Britain (Draper 2010).

A very different system of reparations followed soon after the end of
the Second World War and provided compensation for the victims of the
Holocaust, first paid by the West German Federal Government in the
early 1950s and then by re-unified Germany after 1990 (Zweig 2001a,
b). There are still today several hundred thousands of Jewish victims alive,
more than 70 years after the Holocaust, who are recipients of compensa-
tion. Still more recently since 2010, demands have come from the British
Caribbean, sponsored by the Caribbean Community or CARICOM, for
compensation from the UK (and more widely from the EU) for the heirs
of the victims of slavery and colonialism (Caribbean Reparations
Commission 2013). While the issue of reparations for the Holocaust is
ending, reparation compensation for British Caribbean slavery is in its
infancy.

Colonialism, Slavery and the Holocaust

Since the project for Caribbean Reparations started to gather momentum
in 2010, two books by Millet (2017) and Katz (2019) have looked com-
paratively and more comprehensively than their predecessors at the issues
of slavery, colonization and the Holocaust (Millet), and at the Holocaust
and New World slavery (Katz). Colonialism and slavery, and the
Holocaust and forced labour, are discussed in detail in Parts Two and
Three of this book, though neither Millet nor Katz mentions reparations,
as this volume does in the conclusion.
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Slavery, Colonization and the Holocaust

While Kitty Millet’s 7he Victims of Slavery, Colonization and the Holocaust:
A Comparative History of Persecution (Millet 2017) overlaps partially with
this book, summarized as Racist Regimes, Forced Labour and Death, hers
is more generalized when compared to the present book’s focus on British
slavery in the colonial Caribbean and the Holocaust in Europe in the
context of the Second World War. The individual historical episodes of
being enslaved, colonized and exterminated are brought together by
Millet as synthesized experiences of victimization—not a theme of this
book—rather than the victims being treated regionally in time and space,
as is the case here; much of Millet’s Part 2 is focused on Namibia in South
West Africa.

The lynchpin of Millet’s book is the realization that some historians—
for example Jiirgen Zimmerer and A. Dirk Moses—make a link between
German colonialism in German SW Africa, the German genocide of the
Herero in the colony in the early 1900s, and the Nazi Holocaust in
Europe during the Second World War (Moses 2002, 2008; Zimmerer
2004a, b, 2005). This interpretation is used by Millet as her approach to
what she sees as the connected themes of slavery, colonialism, and the
Holocaust, within the framework of which she delves into the experience
of groups being exterminated. Clearly colonialism made slavery feasible,
and aspects of slavery and the Holocaust overlap, as do facets of colonial-
ism and the Holocaust.

Nazi persecution of the Jews and German involvement in the Second
World War came together with forced labour, mass murder, death camps,
and working to death. Thus the de facto circumstances of occupation/
colonization in Poland and the USSR helped to create the Holocaust. To
view the genocide of the Herero in SW Africa as the organically linked
precursor of the Nazi Holocaust is wrong: these SW Africa-Eastern
Europe parallels are analogues, lacking evidence of organic connection
through citation in the literature, and they require grounding in the geo-
political and military context of European Lebensraum (Olusoga and
Erichsen 2010). There is no causal link between Caribbean colonial slav-
ery and the Holocaust—but there are parallels, and it is unnecessary to
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find a connection between German colonization in SW Africa and the
Holocaust to recognize that Poland and the USSR (though by no means
greenfield tropical sites) were, according to some German ideologues,
ripe for occupation—that is de facto conquest and colonization—in

1939-41.

New World Slavery and the Holocaust

Steven Katz’s The Holocaust and New World Slavery (Katz 2019) is much
closer in structure and intent to Racist Regimes, Forced Labour and Death
than is Millet’s book. Katz has 14 chapters—set out in two volumes,
plus an introduction and conclusion; nine chapters deal with New
World Slavery and five with the Holocaust. Katz argues that plantation
slavery in the New World was initiated by drawing on the black popula-
tions of Africa and transporting them across the Middle Passage.
Seasoning and slave survival ensured the creation and development of
the plantation system. Slave reproduction was encouraged in colonial
America (but not in the British Caribbean where mortality outstripped
natural increase), and miscegenation and slave breeding were allegedly
present (though there was no slave breeding in the British Caribbean)
(Higman 1984).

In the New World (Katz uses the term but draws heavily on US evi-
dence), efforts were made to encourage lactation among the slaves, to
feed them and encourage their survival. However, this was not so in the
British Caribbean until after the slave trade was abolished by the British
Parliament in 1807 and pronatalism was introduced in 1817. At this
juncture in Katz’s book (Chap. 6) the European ghettos under Nazism
are inserted into the text to show how mortal they were for the Jews—in
contrast to the benign presence of the Christian Churches in the British
American colonies (Chap. 7). US slave manumission and the role of
American law are then shown to have been generally ameliorative of slave
circumstances, and are contrasted with Katz’s inserts on Nazi law relating
to the murder of Jews in Germany and the Eastern Territories.

In Volume two, Chap. 10—the first to deal specifically and exclusively
with the Holocaust—Katzs argument, which had previously been
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broad-brush when dealing with slavery, dissolves into four narrow
Holocaust themes related to fertility control and forced labour: (1) repro-
duction versus sterilization, the use of Jewish women and children in
medical experiments and the abortion of foetuses and murder of Jewish
new-born children; (2) labour needs in the context of the Jewish mass
murder of men and women; (3) the rape and murder of women in the
East; (4) death in Polish ghettos and the murder of children in Eastern
Europe. This strategy enables Katz to clinch his argument about geno-
cide, but at the expense of a holistic account of slavery and the Holocaust.
Furthermore, there is little or no discussion of the enveloping social
structure of slavery of the kind that historians, geographers and other
social scientists have addressed for the Caribbean, and no distinction is
made by Katz between urban and rural slavery, though one was substan-
tially different from the other.

The overarching purpose of Katz’s book is to show that New World
Slavery did not deserve the term genocide (the intentional murder of a
people) because of the pervasive pro-natalist policy of the US, while the
Holocaust by the Nazis did. But if one shifts the focus from the New
World (largely the US) to the colonial British Caribbean, the contrast
between slavery and the Holocaust looks less extreme. In the Caribbean,
the de facto genocide by the planters, based on slave deaths exceeding
births and their dependence on importing fresh slaves from Africa (both
patterns enduring for more than a century and a half), created a thought-
less killing not dissimilar to the Holocaust in outcome; it was only the
introduction of pro-natalism after the abolition of the slave trade that the
lethal project was grudgingly abandoned by Caribbean planters in favour
of a tardy natural increase encouraged by British emancipationists and
endorsed by the British government.

Nevertheless, this author’s approach is similar to Katz’s in that British
Caribbean colonial slavery and the Holocaust are discussed as two sepa-
rate case studies (dealt with here in nine chapters), but different in that
Clarke is a Caribbeanist who has turned to the Holocaust for compari-
son. Katz, on the other hand, is a specialist on the Holocaust who has
widened his lens to develop a comparative study of New World Slavery,
though heavily reliant on the US evidence which forms the bulk of his
slavery section. In this book, Racist Regimes, Forced Labour and Death,
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both events are dealt with in approximately equal detail (three chapters
on slavery and four on the Holocaust), and a conclusion is provided that
focuses both on the attritionist demography shared by Caribbean slavery
and the Holocaust and on racial and ethnic discrimination, including the
withholding of civil rights in Caribbean slavery and the withdrawing of
civil rights in the Holocaust.

The Real World and Social Theory

Exploring the Real World of British Caribbean Slavery
and the Holocaust

In approaching Caribbean slavery and the Holocaust this author has
argued for case studies of each, followed by a conclusion in which they
are compared. This strategy—sequential comparison backed up by
detailed comparative analysis of the two events—will be explored further
in the concluding Chap. 9.

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 deal in detail with British Caribbean slavery.
Chapter 2 explains the establishment of the English/British colonies in
the Caribbean with the three-fold social structure of white slave masters,
free people of mixed race (coloureds), and African slaves. It also examines
the originality involved in the endeavour to colonize distant and unknown
tropical islands; and the decision, after other experiments, to select the
sugar plantation and slavery as the mode of production for the cultiva-
tion and export of sugar and sugar products for the British market. Not
only were the British Caribbean colonies subordinate to Britain, but the
bulk of their inhabitants—African slaves and free people of colour—were
subordinate to the local white planters socially, economically and
politically.

Although sugar plantation slavery was exploitative to a high degree,
the urban slave community, examined in Chap. 3, was spread thinly
across the British Caribbean and lacked the killing mechanism of the
gang system peculiar to the rural sugar plantations. However, death, espe-
cially through disease, was the leitmotif in the region’s two most deadly
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locations—sugar plantations and Caribbean towns. The two largest
urban centres—Kingston, Jamaica and Bridgetown, Barbados—were
highly anomalous and characterized by free majorities of whites and
coloureds (taken together), and many of their slaves were able to negoti-
ate their own wages and pay rent for their accommodation away from the
properties occupied by their owners/employers. Nevertheless, the port-
towns were vital to the sugar economy, articulating the colonies politico-
economically with Britain.

Chapter 4 describes the social structure of British Caribbean colonial
society as a pyramid of legal estates: white planters from Britain who were
free; free people of mixed race who were manumitted, but lacked the
vote; and blacks, originally from Africa, who were enslaved. Legal status
correlated closely with colour-class and culture. The latter was character-
ized by the creolization of family structures, religions and education; that
is, turning them through interaction in the Caribbean environment into
syntheses of European and African variants of those same institutions.
The chapter concludes with the abolition of the slave trade, and the
movement for civil rights among the free coloureds, free blacks, and Jews.
It explores the role of the various social agents who set emancipation in
motion—free people of colour, British missionaries to Jamaica, British
abolitionists (especially Nonconformists), British Whig politicians—and
the slaves themselves.

Germany and the Holocaust are introduced a century later. Chapter 5
treats national politics and international relations in the first phase of
Nazism following Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor of Germany in
1933. Covering the period 1933—1942, it involves the persecution of the
German Jews; the evisceration of Poland; the creation of a pseudo-
colony—the General Government; and the settlement in the Warthegau
of the Volksdeutsche from former Poland and the USSR. It concludes
with the lethal exploitation of immigrant German and Polish Jews in
ghetto industries—especially in Warsaw and Lodz, both of which pro-
duced clothing for the German armed forces in the East.

Chapter 6 shows that Germany’s intention in 1941 was to appropriate
the land of the USSR, move or eradicate the victim populations, and
repopulate the area with ethnic Germans. This programme of ethnic
cleansing—the ‘Holocaust by bullets—was set in motion by Operation
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Barbarossa in June 1941. But Moscow and Leningrad did not fall, and
the war dragged on until 194243 when the German 6th Army was
encircled and defeated at Stalingrad, and the westward retreat began. The
remainder of the chapter is devoted to the General Plan for the East: the
setting up of quasi-colonies in the General Government and the Ukraine;
the removal of Jews from the settlement equation; the movement of helot
Slavs into subordinate colonial roles; and the settlement of ethnic
Germans as the would-be spearhead of SS colonization. Harried by Soviet
and Jewish partisans, the colonial project was finally crushed by the
Red Army.

Chapter 7 is devoted to the victims of forced labour, Jews, Sinti and
Roma, plus the non-German ethnic Slavs who found themselves trapped
as forced foreign labourers in Germany or the occupied territories. In the
first phase of Jewish labour persecution in 1939 many were employed as
manual labourers, working for public enterprises and private businesses,
or in agriculture. These initial forced labourers were overtaken in num-
bers and significance after 1942 by the phenomenal expansion of the SS
system of concentration camps, and by the reinvigorated persecution and
increased selection of European Jews and ethnic Slavs as forced labour.

Chapter 8 shows that death was the hallmark of the camps, and it opens
with a discussion of the three Operation Reinhardt Death Camps, Belzec,
Sobibor, and Treblinka, located in the General Government. Within hours
of arrival at one of these camps most victims were dead. The two enor-
mous labouring-to-death camps discussed here operated very differently:
in the case of Auschwitz-Birkenau, transports of victims were selected at
the ramp, and 80 per cent were sent to immediate death; the remainder
were employed in high technology industries, notably the Buna plant
manufacturing synthetic rubber at Monowitz. In the case of Mittelbau
Dora, selections of prisoners originally made at Buchenwald were imme-
diately transported and forced into the labouring-to-death regime; in the
subterranean caverns of the Harz Mountains were located the heavily rein-
forced underground factories related to key aviation and rocket industries.

The Conclusion, Chap. 9, opens by investigating two strands—dif-
ferential incorporation in the British Caribbean leading, ultimately, to
social inclusion at the end of slavery, and in Germany and Nazi-occupied
Europe to exclusion and elimination. It is shown that despite these



