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Praise for Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought  

in the Early Spanish Atlantic

“This book is an astounding, sweeping, and beautifully written intellec-
tual exploration of the rich, complicated, and worldly lives of people of 
African descent as they negotiated experiences of enslavement and eman-
cipation in the early modern Iberian Atlantic. It charts an extraordinary 
intellectual cartography of early modern Black living that upends how 
scholars think of Black movement and agency at the dawn of and decades 
into the Atlantic slave trade.”

Yesenia Barragan, Rutgers University

“Ireton guides the reader through the early modern archive pointing to 
sources that bring into focus themes long held to be unimaginable. The 
narrative before us is a testament to archival presence engendered by 
the thoughts and actions of enslaved Africans and their early modern 
descendants. Ireton charts new ground in this brilliant study of slavery 
and freedom.”

Herman Bennett, author of African Kings and Black Slaves:  

Sovereignty and Dispossession in the Early Modern Atlantic

“If there was ever a body of early modern Hispanic Black Atlantic 
thought, as the archive of ideas on freedom, rights, and livelihood, Ireton 
provides its fullest account through the examination of the lives and 
thoughts of myriads of Black people born in Africa, Europe, and the 
Americas. Behind the letters, trials, and petitions examined in this book, 
readers can piece together the lives of these Black men and women in 
both metropolitan Spain and the colonies, in tandem, as never before.”

Alex Borucki, University of California, Irvine

“In her masterful exploration of a ‘lettered Black public sphere’ in the 
Spanish Atlantic, Ireton traces how Black subjects mobilized a transat-
lantic web of information to enact freedom. Her subjects gossip, litigate, 
acquire wealth, and theorize freedom as they circulate, spreading knowl-
edge in surprising ways. Beautifully written, deeply researched, and cen-
tered in life stories, Ireton provocatively expands upon our knowledge of 
freedom and unfreedom.”

Karen Graubart, author of Republics of Difference:  

Religious and Racial Self-Governance in the Spanish Atlantic World
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“Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought is a marvel of methodological 
inventiveness and scholarly rigor. Drawing on expansive archival mat-
erial, Ireton grounds readers in the ‘thick spheres of communication’ that 
enslaved and free people of African descent engaged in to shape ideas and 
debates about slavery and freedom across the Spanish Empire.”

Tamara Walker, author of Exquisite Slaves:  

Race, Clothing and Status in Colonial Lima

“Extensively researched and creatively argued, this groundbreaking study 
is replete with richly detailed vignettes featuring the voices of Africans 
and people of African descent in sixteenth-century Sevilla and Spanish 
America. Ireton reminds us of Black individuals’ agency and dynamism 
within the early modern Iberian world, mustering a wealth of new evi-
dence to document their multiform efforts to safeguard their liberties and 
loved ones.”

David Wheat, author of Atlantic Africa and  

the Spanish Caribbean, 157031640
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Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought in the Early  
Spanish Atlantic

Weaving together thousands of archival fragments, this study explores 
a shared Black Atlantic world where the meanings of slavery and free-
dom were �ercely contested and claimed. It recreates the worlds of 
extraordinary individuals and communities in the long sixteenth cen-
tury, while mapping the development of early modern Black thought 
about slavery and freedom. From a free Black mother’s embarkation 
license to cross the Atlantic Ocean, to an enslaved Sevillian woman’s 
epistles to her freed husband in New Spain, to an enslaved man’s nego-
tiations with prospective buyers on the auction block in Mexico City, 
to a Black man’s petition to reclaim his liberty after his illegitimate 
enslavement, Chloe L. Ireton explores how Africans and their descen-
dants reckoned with laws and theological discourses that legitimized 
the enslavement of Black people and the varied meanings of freedom 
across legal jurisdictions. Their intellectual labor reimagined the epis-
temic worlds of slavery and freedom in the early modern Atlantic.

Chloe L. Ireton is Lecturer in the History of Iberia and the Iberian 
World 1500–1800 in the Department of History at University College 
London and a current British Academy Wolfson Fellow. This is her 
�rst book.
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Afro-Latin America

Series editors

George Reid Andrews, University of Pittsburgh
Alejandro de la Fuente, Harvard University

This series re�ects the coming of age of the new, multidisciplinary �eld of Afro-
Latin American Studies, which centers on the histories, cultures, and experiences of 
people of African descent in Latin America. The series aims to showcase scholarship 
produced by different disciplines, including history, political science, sociology, 
ethnomusicology, anthropology, religious studies, art, law, and cultural studies. It 
covers the full temporal span of the African Diaspora in Latin America, from the early 
colonial period to the present and includes continental Latin America, the Caribbean, 
and other key areas in the region where Africans and their descendants have made a 
signi�cant impact.

A full list of titles published in the series can be found at: www . cambridge.org/afro-
latin-america
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During the �nal stages of writing this book in January 2024, I happened 
to visit the monumental exhibition in London by Ghana-born, Nigeria-
based sculptor El Anatsui, titled Behind the Red Moon that �ooded �oor 
to ceiling of the vast Turbine Hall at the Tate Modern. In this installation, 
El Anatsui offers a powerful contemplation on the histories of European 
imperialism and the violent history of the enslavement, dispossession, and 
displacement of millions of people from the shores of West Africa into 
the Atlantic world. Staged in three Acts, Behind the Red Moon is com-
posed of thousands of metal bottle tops and fragments of plastic waste 
from the West that washes up on the shores of West Africa. Crumpling, 
crushing, and stitching these fragments of waste, El Anatsui composed 
three sculptures that evoke the sails of a slave ship and the  horrors of the 
Middle Passage, while signaling the creativity and  resilience of the global 
African diasporas across time. I would like to thank El Anatsui for his 
generosity in allowing me to reproduce a  fragment of this magni�cent 
artwork on the cover of this book.
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this book in Austin, Sevilla, Mexico City, Bogotá, and London. In each 
site, I accrued debts in friendship and intellectual fellowship that I cannot 
hope to capture in these brief acknowledgments. I would, however, like 
to acknowledge the early emergence of this project while I conducted 
research for my PhD at the University of Texas at Austin. As an inter-
national student in the USA, I am indebted to this public university for 
funding my graduate education and professional training as a historian. 
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