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In the early modern era, millions of people were enslaved, dispossessed, 
and forcibly displaced from sites in West Africa and West-Central Africa 
to European imperial realms where the meanings of slavery and freedom 
were codified into distinct rules of law. These laws and traditions often dif-
fered from legal cultures about slavery in enslaved peoples’ places of origin 
or the sites where they or their ancestors were first enslaved. Slavery and 
Freedom in Black Thought traces how West Africans and West-Central 
Africans and their descendants reckoned with the violent world of Atlantic 
slavery that they were forced to inhabit, and traces how they conceptu-
alized two strands of political and legal thought – freedom and slavery – 
in the early Spanish empire. In their daily lives, Black Africans and their 
descendants grappled with laws and theological discourses that legitimized 
the enslavement of Black people in the early modern Atlantic world and 
the varied meanings of freedom across legal jurisdictions. They discussed 
ideas about slavery and freedom with Black kin, friends, and associates 
in the sites where they lived and across vast distances, generating thick 
spheres of communication in the early modern Atlantic world. Discussions 
about freedom and its varied meanings moved from place to place through 
diverse exchanges of information, fractured memories, and knowledge 
between Black communities and kin across the Atlantic Ocean.

Slavery and freedom were two concepts and legal categories that reg-
ulated the lives of every person of African descent in continental Europe 
and in the Americas in the early modern era. European empire-building 
projects in the Americas from the sixteenth century onwards and ambi-
tious plans to extract and exploit the region’s natural resources led to 
insatiable demand for unfree labor to sustain these projects. In response, 
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2 Slavery and Freedom in the Early Spanish Atlantic

European traders and colonists created intense demand for the enslave-
ment, dispossession, and forcible displacement of people from West Africa 
and West-Central Africa.1 Armed with slave-trading licenses granted by 
the crowns of Spain, Portugal, England, France, and other European 
kingdoms (and, later, nations), merchants, investors, and ship captains 
who operated in sixteenth-century West Africa and West-Central Africa 
attempted to transform people into commodities, who they would later 
trade as inanimate property. This acute European demand for enslaved 
labor displaced over 12.5 million people from their kin and homelands 
over the course of three centuries, barring them from property ownership 
and free will, and causing cycles of devastating warfare and displacement 
across West African and West-Central African polities and kingdoms.2 
European merchants and slave-ship captains subjected their victims to 
grueling and violent crossings of the vast Atlantic, a voyage known con-
temporaneously as the Middle Passage.3 Ship captains presided over such 
dangerous, violent, and cramped conditions on their ships that the mor-
tality rate among enslaved people on these crossings was approximately 
20 percent prior to 1600.4 When slave ships arrived in the Americas, 
merchants sought to trade their enslaved embargo in the marketplaces of 
emerging slave societies on the continent. In doing so, they condemned 
those who survived the horrors of the Middle Passage to a life of harsh 
and dangerous unfree labor in slave societies where their enslavement 
was codified in laws (especially in the Spanish and Portuguese mon-
archies), and where the emergence of racial thinking tended to equate 
people who were racialized as Black as slaves or enslaveable.5 In this 
violent early modern Atlantic world, European legal codes and prevalent 

 2 Brown, The Reaper’s; Candido, Wealth and an African; Green, a Fistful and the Rise; 
Heywood and Thornton, Central Africans; Konadu, Many Black Women; Law, Ouidah; 
Lingna Nafafé, Lourenço; Northrup, Africa’s Discovery; Patterson, Slavery; Rediker, 
The Slave Ship; Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery; Thornton, “African Political.”

 3 Morgan, “Accounting” and Reckoning; Rupprecht, “Middle Passage.”
 4 Rupprecht, “Middle Passage.”
 5 For selected scholarship and debates on meanings of Blackness and emergence of racial 

thinking in Iberia, see Böttcher, Hausberger, and Hering Torres, El peso; Bryant, Rivers of 
Gold Bondage; Camba Ludlow, Imaginarios ambiguos; Gómez, “El estigma”; Gonzalbo 
Aizpuru, “La trampa”; Hering Torres, “Purity”; Herring Torres et al., Race; Herzog, 
Defining Nations; Ireton, “They Are”; Lewis, “Between,” 113–114; Lowe and Earle, 
Black Africans; Martínez, Genealogical Fictions; Milton and Vinson III, “Counting 
Heads”; Nemser, “Triangulating Blackness” and Infrastructures of Race; Schwaller, 
Géneros de Gente; Sweet, “Iberian Roots”; Velázquez Gutiérrez, Mujeres de orígen afri-
cano; Vinson III, Before Mestizaje.

 1 Eltis, “A Brief Overview.”
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 Introduction 3

attitudes of intolerance towards people racialized as Black rendered the 
lives of Africans and their descendants as highly vulnerable to unquan-
tifiable harm, trauma, and violence. In this context, it is no surprise that 
enslaved and freeborn Black people sought to grapple with the diverse 
juridical meanings and rules of law concerning slavery and freedom in 
European empires, and understand how these differed from those in their 
places of origin in West Africa and West-Central Africa.

Freedom was often the most important concept that governed the 
preoccupations and day-to-day lives of enslaved, liberated, and freeborn 
people who were racialized as Black in the early modern Atlantic world. 
Some sought freedom from slavery on their own terms through precarious 
flights from enslavement and the establishment of self-governing commu-
nities, often known as palenques.6 Fugitives from slavery built palenque 
communities across the sixteenth-century Spanish Americas (and in the 
broader Atlantic world), particularly in the Spanish Caribbean. The 
Spanish crown often waged war against such communities, perceiving 
their establishment as an act of aggression, while occasionally negotiating 
peace when politically expedient. Black people discussed freedom across 
legal jurisdictions too, as enslaved people learned about laws of slavery 
and freedom in other imperial realms where they might be able to obtain 
freedom or live with greater degrees of liberty within enslavement. One 
example is how enslaved Black people in late seventeenth-century British 
Jamaica and other Caribbean sites sometimes fled plantation slavery by 
aiming for Spanish territories where they understood slavery and free-
dom as being distinct legal categories in Castilian law that might improve 
their precarious lived experiences. For example, after the Spanish crown 
introduced sanctuary policies in the 1680s, enslaved people in English 
and French imperial realms soon learned that they could claim liberty 
under Spanish law if they touched foot in Spanish territories, and they 

 6 Brewer-García, Beyond Babel, 116–163; Córdova Aguilar, “Cimarrones”; Dawson, “A 
Sea”; de Avilez Rocha, “Maroons,” 15–35; Díaz Ceballos, “Cimarronaje”; Fra-Molinero, 
“A Postcard”; García de León, Tierra adentro, 555–563; Hidalgo Pérez, Una historia 
and “Volviendo”; Kauffman, Black Tudors; Landers, “The African” and “Cimarrón”; 
Laviña et al., “La localización”; McKnight, “Confronted Rituals”; Navarrete Peláez, 
“De reyes,” “Por haber,” and Cimarrones; Naveda Chavez-Hita, “De San Lorenzo” 
and Esclavos negros; Obando Andrade, De objeto; Sánchez Jiménez, “Raza”; Schwaller, 
African Maroons, “Contested,” and “The Spanish Conquest”; Serna, Los cimarrones; 
Sorrell, “They Acknowledge Themselves Soldiers and Subjects of the King: Afro Spanish 
Maroons Negotiating Freedom and Belonging in English Jamaica 1655–1688” (manu-
script in progress shared with author in private correspondence); Tardieu, Cimarrones; 
Wheat, Atlantic Africa, 1–4.
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4 Slavery and Freedom in the Early Spanish Atlantic

shared this precious information with other enslaved people to encour-
age them to join the flight.7 Other enslaved Black people in the Spanish 
empire navigated diverse legal ecologies of freedom by litigating for their 
entire or partial freedom in royal, ecclesiastical, and inquisitorial courts, 
while sharing the broad aim of pressing for a freedom (or fraction of 
freedom) that was codified in law and could be proven through official 
paperwork issued by a court.8 Whatever means Black people deployed to 
seek degrees of freedom in their lives, discussions about freedom and its 
varied meanings moved across the Atlantic world.

Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought traces how Black communi-
ties and kin exchanged ideas about slavery and freedom across the long 
sixteenth century (1520–1630) in the Spanish Atlantic world. The book 
sketches the emergence of thick spheres of communication among free 
and enslaved Black people between key port towns through relays of 
word of mouth, epistolary networks, and legal powers. In particular, 
everyday lives and experiences in the ports that constituted the maritime 
trading routes in the late sixteenth-century Spanish Atlantic (known as 
the Carrera de Indias), namely Cartagena de Indias, Havana, Nombre 
de Dios (and later Portobelo), Sevilla, and Veracruz, and the towns dot-
ted along trading routes between key ports and the viceregal capitals, 
especially Lima and Mexico City (the capitals of the viceroyalties of Peru 
and New Spain, respectively), were often intertwined with events across 
the Atlantic, as ship passengers and port-dwellers trafficked in mundane 
and noteworthy information about people and events in faraway places 

 7 “Felipa, negra, libertad,” Archivo General de Indias, (cited as AGI), Escribanía 48A, 
libro 13, no. 2; Bretones Lane, “Free to Bury”; Dawson, “A Sea”; Fisk, “Transimperial 
Mobilities”; “Hoonhout and Mareite,” “Freedom”; Landers, Black Society and “Spanish 
Sanctuary”; Rupert, Creolization, “Seeking the Water,” and “Curaçaoan Maroons”; 
Schneider, “A Narrative”; Singleton and Landers, “Maritime Marronage.”

 8 For selected scholarship of freedom through litigation, see Bennett, Colonial Blackness; 
Bryant, Rivers of Gold; Chira, “Affective Debts,” “Freedom with Local Bonds,” and 
Patchwork Freedoms; Diaz, The Virgin; de la Fuente, Havana and “Slave Law”; de la 
Fuente, and Gross, Becoming Free; Fernández Martín, “Entra las” and “La esclavitud”; 
Graubart, “Pesa más”; Helg, Slave No More; Ireton, “Black African’s”; McKinley, 
Fractional Freedoms; Navarrete Peláez, “Consideraciones en Torno”; Obando Andrade, 
De objeto; Owensby, “How Juan”; Salazar Rey, Mastering. For selected scholarship 
on clothing as expressions of freedom, see Dawson, “The Cultural”; Walker, Exquisite 
Slaves. For ideas about freedom through intimacy, safety, and security, see Johnson, 
Wicked Flesh. For ideas about freedom and changing meanings of freedom in later 
periods, see Barragan, Freedom’s Captives; de la Torre, The People of the River; Eller, 
“Rumors of Slavery”; Landers, Atlantic Creoles; Oliveira, Slave Trade; Reis et al., Oalufá 
Rufino; Rossi, “Beyond the Atlantic” and “Global Abolitionist”; Scott and Hébrard, 
Freedom Papers; Scott and Venegas Fornias, “María Coleta.” Smith, Liberty, Fraternity.
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 Introduction 5

(Figure 1.1). Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought explores how relays 
of word of mouth – stitched together through itinerant merchant com-
munities, mariners, and passengers – bridged vast distances across the 
Spanish empire and allowed Black dwellers to send and receive messages 
from kin and associates from afar. Tapping official and informal messen-
gers also allowed Black people to partake in a lettered world of communi-
cation by sending and receiving missives that traveled across the Atlantic. 
Rare surviving letters penned by enslaved Black people to their distant kin 
also reveal conversations about their hopes and expectations of freedom.

Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought argues that these vast spheres 
of communication shaped Black individuals’ and communities’ legal 
consciousness about the laws of slavery and freedom in the early Spanish 
empire. This builds on foundational work by scholars who have explored 
the emergence of a Black legal consciousness in colonial Latin America, 
as well as scholarship that has explored how Indigenous Americans 
developed knowledge of plural legal jurisdictions and petitioning in the 
Spanish and Portuguese empires.9 For example, Alejandro de la Fuente 
has posited that scholars working on the history of slavery should 
acknowledge that it was not laws that had a social agency, but instead that 
enslaved people gave meaning to laws through their work as litigants.10 
Herman L. Bennett has also explored how free Black people residing in 
New Spain developed a creole legal consciousness and an understand-
ing of how to navigate legal structures. With a focus on the eighteenth 

 9 For selected studies of Black legal consciousness in the Spanish empire, see Belmonte 
Postigo, “La vida improbable”; Bennett, Colonial Blackness and Africans in Colonial; 
Bryant, Rivers of Gold; Cardim, “Mulheres negras”; Chira, “Affective Debts,” 
“Freedom with Local Bonds,” and Patchwork Freedoms; de la Fuente, Havana and 
“Slave Law”; de la Fuente and Gross, Becoming Free; Fernández Martín, “La esclavi-
tud”; Graubart, “Pesa más” and Republics of Difference; Ireton, “Black African’s”; 
McKinley, Fractional Freedoms; Navarrete Peláez, “Consideraciones en Torno”; 
Obando Andrade, De objeto. For selected studies of Indigenous Americans’ legal 
 consciousness, see Ares Queija, “Un borracho”; Cunille, “El uso indígena,” “Etnicidad 
en clave,” “Justicia e interpretación,” “La negociación,” Los defensores, “Los intér-
pretes,” and “Philip II”; Cunill, et al., Actores, redes; Cunill and Glave Testino, Las 
lenguas; Deardorff, A Tale; de la Puente Luna, Andean Cosmopolitans, “En lengua de” 
and “That Which Belongs”; de la Puente Luna and Honores, “Guardianes”; Domingues 
et al., Os indígenas. Graubart, Republics of Difference, “Shifting Landscapes,” and 
With Our Labor; Mumford, “Aristocracy” and “Litigation as Ethnography”; Owensby, 
Empire of Law, “Pacto entre rey,” and “The Theatre”; Owensby and Ross, Justice; 
Premo, “Custom Today” and The Enlightenment; Ruan, “The Probanza”; Yannakakis, 
“Allies or Servants?,” “Indigenous People,” Since Time Immemorial, and The Art of 
Being; Yannakakis and Schrader-Kniffki, “Between the.”

 10 de la Fuente, “Slave Law.”
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6 Slavery and Freedom in the Early Spanish Atlantic

century, Bianca Premo has explored how Indigenous Americans, 
enslaved Africans, and colonial women pressed for royal justice in colo-
nial courts and composed legal arguments about the  secularization of 
law, formalism, rights, freedom, and  historicism, and conceptualized 
ideas in their legal arguments that  scholars often  associate with a let-
tered European Enlightenment.11 Michelle A.  McKinley has studied 
how enslaved Black women sought to negotiate fractions of their free-
dom within enslavement in ecclesiastical courts in  seventeenth-century 
Lima.12 Similarly, Adriana Chira has explored how Afro-descendants in 
nineteenth-century Cuba engaged with  colonial legal frameworks that 
allowed custom and manumission in order to gradually wear down the 
institution of slavery through  litigation, self-purchase, and the collection 
of  fragmentary legal papers.13

Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought reveals how the speed of 
communication flows across the late sixteenth-century Spanish Atlantic 
shaped the lives, ideas, and legal consciousness of enslaved and free 
Black people who lived in key trading entrepôts. The intensity and fast 
pace of maritime communication between key port towns in this period 
meant that news in Sevilla about an enslaved person’s litigation for free-
dom against their owner in a royal court, or of how an owner had sold 
one of their domestic slaves and displaced them from Sevilla, or news 
about an enslaved person’s liberation from slavery may have reached 
friends and acquaintances in the ports of Veracruz or Cartagena de 
Indias more quickly than the same news traveled to kin living in other 
parts of Castilla. For instance, enslaved and free Black residents of late 
sixteenth-century Sevilla could send a letter or a message through word 
of mouth to an associate or kin in the Spanish Caribbean and reasonably 
expect a response with the arrival of the fleet the following year.14 This 
constant movement of people, information, and news about freedom in 
particular sites served as crucial infrastructure for certain Black individ-
uals and communities to exchange ideas about the laws and customs of 
slavery and freedom. Partaking in these flows of communication allowed 
free and enslaved Black people to gather requisite information, knowl-
edge, and strategies to seek or defend their own freedom before royal 
courts dotted across Spanish imperial realms.

 11 Premo, The Enlightenment.
 12 McKinley, Fractional Freedoms.
 13 Chira, Patchwork Freedoms.
 14 González Martínez, “Comunicarse a pesar” and “Communicating an Empire.”
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 Introduction 7

These spheres of communication also shaped the legal  consciousness 
and political strategies of Black religious brotherhoods and 
 confraternities on both sides of the Atlantic. This book is influenced by 
recent  historiographical debates about the applicability of the  concept 
of the  “public sphere” to contexts beyond a European lettered and 
 “enlightened” elite, and works that have explored how enslaved and free 
Black  people’s movement across spaces (both voluntary and  involuntary) 
led to the emergence of new forms of knowledge, including ideas about 
subjecthood, medicine and healing, and Black Catholicism.15 For exam-
ple, it traces how Black confraternities  sometimes maintained contact 
with Black brotherhoods in other sites and shared legal strategies. 
Take the case of the leader of a prominent Black confraternity in late 
 sixteenth-century Lima, Francisco de Gamarra, who formerly resided 
in Sevilla where he had been enslaved.16 Upon his liberation from slav-
ery, he crossed the Atlantic and settled in Lima where he became a 
sought-after builder (albañil). In Lima, Gamarra drew on a lifetime of 
experiences and memories from Sevilla as well as his  ongoing ties to 
the city, especially as his enslaved daughter languished there while he 
sought to raise funds to pay for the price of her liberty and her voyage 
to Lima.17 Similarly, leaders of Black religious brotherhoods in Mexico 
City and Sevilla in the early seventeenth century likely communicated 
with each other in the aftermath of severe political persecution and 
repression that was instigated by religious and royal authorities in their 
respective cities. This book traces their strategies for royal justice and 
the locations from where they organized their petitions, and suggests 
that the leaders of the Black brotherhoods in Sevilla and Mexico City 
likely communicated and shared political strategies to build their legal 
petitions to press for royal justice.

Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought also analyzes how free and 
enslaved Black people attempted in their daily lives to forge a sense of 
belonging in an empire that was hostile to them. Existing scholarship 

 15 For debates about “public sphere,” see Garnham, “Habermas”; Goodman, The 
Republic; Habermas, The Structural Transformation; Hoexter et al., The Public Sphere; 
Shami, Publics, Politics; Ogborn, The Freedom. For scholarship on significance of 
movement on knowledge in Black Atlantic, see Gómez, The Experiential; Fisk, “Black 
Knowledge” and “Transimperial Mobilities”; O’Toole, Bound Lives; Wheat, Atlantic 
Africa and “Tangomãos.” See also, Scott, The Common Wind.

 16 “Ana,” AGI, Indiferente, 2098, no. 18. See also Apodaca Valdez, Cofradías 
Afrohispánicas, 90–91; Graubart, “So color”; Hayes, “They Have Been United”; 
Jiménez Jiménez, “A mayor culto,” 354.

 17 “Ana,” AGI, Indiferente, 2098, no. 18.
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8 Slavery and Freedom in the Early Spanish Atlantic

has explored how enslaved and free Black people sought to build polit-
ical ideas of belonging in the Spanish Americas through clothing, eco-
nomic activities, property ownership, and participation in festive rituals 
and Black confraternity life.18 Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought 
builds on these studies by exploring how Black people attempted to forge 
belonging through their participation in colonial bureaucracy (and espe-
cially in the creation of paperwork) to build evidentiary thresholds that 
would improve or defend their legal status.19 In particular, the study 
traces how enslaved and free Black people understood that ideas and 
practices of belonging in the Spanish empire were often determined by 
an individual’s local ties, namely the ability to command credible wit-
ness testimonies within a community, and the resources to document 
ties and biographies through paperwork, often before a public notary 
that would result in a legally binding notarial document known as an 
escritura.20 They learned how to access royal justice and engage in royal 
 petitioning, and understood the significance of gathering relevant paper-
work and  creating community ties to build evidentiary thresholds in 
legal spheres. They  participated in legal cultures of belonging by enlist-
ing diverse  witnesses to testify about their biographies, including friars, 
friends,  former  owners, neighbors, merchants, members of the nobility, 
 messengers, priests, servants, slaves, tradespeople, treasurers, and offi-
cials in city governance. Those who lacked community ties invested 
copious resources in generating supplementary paperwork to prove their 
belonging, in particular to protect and duplicate their freedom papers.

 18 For select examples, see Bennett, Colonial Blackness; Bryant, Rivers of Gold; Fromont, 
Afro-Catholic; Graubart, “Los lazos,” Republics of Difference, and “The Bonds”; 
Jaque Hidalgo and Valerio, Indigenous and Black; Jouve Martín, Esclavos and “Public 
Ceremonies”; McKinley, Fractional Freedoms; O’Toole, Bound Lives, “The Bonds,” 
and “(Un)Making”; Terrazas Williams, The Capital; Valerio, Sovereign Joy; Walker, 
Exquisite Slaves; Wheat, Atlantic Africa and “Catalina.”

 19 The idea of forging belonging through participation in colonial bureaucracy (and 
 especially paperwork) builds on various works, including Chira, Patchwork Freedoms; 
Deardorff, A Tale; de la Puente Luna, Andean Cosmopolitans; Sartorius, Ever Faithful; 
Scott, Freedom Papers, Yannakakis, The Art. For broader history of colonial subjects 
and the law, see references in note 11, and also Benton, Law and Colonial; Brendecke, 
Imperio e información; Coleman, Creating Christian; Díaz Rementería, “La formación”; 
Escudero, Felipe II; Gómez Gómez, “Libros de gestión”; Harris, From Muslim; Herzog, 
Defining Nations and Frontiers; Luque Talaván, Un universo; Manzorro Guerrero, 
“Prácticas documentales”; Masters, “A Thousand,” and We, the King; Rosenmüller, 
Corruption; Schäfer, Las rúbricas; Sellers-García, Distance and Documents; Starr-
Lebeau, In the Shadow; Tau Anzoátegui, El poder and La ley.

 20 My argument here is inspired by Gonzalbo Aizpuru, “La trampa.”
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 Introduction 9

Freeborn and liberated Black people also forged belonging in the 
Spanish empire by defining and expanding the privileges and rights of 
freedom. They did so through their day-to-day lives across different sites 
in the Spanish Atlantic, including their participation in economic life and 
commerce, labor, property ownership, litigation in royal and ecclesiasti-
cal courts, applications for royal licenses to cross the Atlantic as passen-
gers on ships, and petitions to the crown for royal justice in response to 
local authorities’ attempts to limit the inclusion of free Black men and 
women in society. Freeborn and liberated Black people also negotiated 
the meanings of freedom through carefully crafted petitions to the crown 
requesting justice or grace (privileges) for themselves or their commu-
nities. In their petitions, they often envisioned the meanings of freedom 
and belonging in the Spanish empire in expansive terms. These free Black 
political actors deftly negotiated various, and often overlapping, legal 
jurisdictions, and deployed political discourses of belonging to broaden 
the meanings of Black freedom in the Spanish empire.

As enslaved and free Black people conceptualized and pressed the 
crown to broaden the meanings and privileges of freedom through their 
daily practices and petitions in courts, they sought to shape an Iberian rule 
of law and Catholic tradition that would include Black people in society. 
An apt example of this discourse of belonging emerges from the defense 
presented by a Black confraternity in early seventeenth-century Sevilla, in 
which the Black brothers rejected their proposed exclusion from public 
religious life in the city by arguing that “Christ put himself on the Cross 
for everyone, and our Mother of the Church does not exclude us, and she 
adored us, and many other things more than white people, for we proceed 
from gentiles and Old Christians, and Black people are not excluded from 
priesthood as there are today many Black priests and prebendaries in our 
Spain.”21 The intellectual work in this line of defense, and among those 
deployed by many others who petitioned the crown in this period, sought 
to reject Iberian ideas that coalesced in the late sixteenth century that 
regarded Black people’s purity of blood as permanently tainted by slavery 
and as irredeemably stained, thereby preventing their full inclusion into 
the Iberian community of Old Christians (a term used for people who 
could claim at least four generations of Christianity in their family).22 

 21 “Pleito, Nuestra Señora de los Angeles,” Archivo General del Arzobispado de Sevilla 
(cited as AGAS), 1.III.1.6, L.9885, no. 1. For a discussion of this statement, see 
Chapter 4.

 22 See note 5.
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10 Slavery and Freedom in the Early Spanish Atlantic

In other words, their intellectual work to define the meanings of slavery 
and freedom in the early Atlantic world rejected ideas about blood lin-
eage that sought to exclude Black Africans and their descendants from 
Iberian societies and render all Black people as slaves and enslaveable. 
Instead, through their petitions to the crown, free Black people attempted 
to expand the meanings of political belonging in the Spanish empire to 
be inclusive of free Black people. Black people’s intellectual work around 
political belonging in the Spanish empire had profound implications for 
the history of ideas about race, Blackness, exclusion, and inclusion in the 
Spanish Atlantic world, and the meanings and legal customs of slavery 
and freedom.

From Archival Absences to Kaleidoscopic Archives 
of Excess: Methodological Reflections on 

Intellectual Histories of the Black Atlantic

This study of how enslaved, liberated, and free Black people reck-
oned with the legal meanings of slavery and freedom builds on foun-
dational scholarship in African American intellectual history and the 
long Black intellectual tradition that has sought to broaden the defi-
nitions of intellectual work, in particular, by positioning enslaved and 
free Black people as intellectual actors in the early modern Atlantic 
world.23 For example, the notion of reckoning deployed in this book 
builds on Jennifer Morgan’s landmark Reckoning with Slavery.24 
Morgan traced how enslaved Black women understood economic 
value during the violent commodification of their own bodies, and 
how they assessed and measured economic value in their day-to-day 
lives and decisions. Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought positions 
enslaved and free Black men and women as intellectual actors, while 
deploying the notion of “reckoning” to study how people conceptual-
ized juridical concepts of slavery and freedom and the diverse ways in 

 23 On African American intellectual history, see Baldwin, “Foreword”; Bay et al., Toward 
An; Byrd, “The Rise”; Byrd et al., Ideas in Unexpected; Blain et al., New Perspectives; 
Gaglo Dagbovie, “African American Intellectual History”; Ramey Berry and Harris, 
Sexuality and Slavery. For select examples of Black intellectual history in era of Atlantic 
slavery, see Brown Tacky’s Revolt; Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts”; Morgan, Reckoning; 
Scott, The Common Wind. For influence of African American Intellectual History and 
Black Studies in early modern Hispanic studies, see Branche, Trajectories; Smith, Jones, 
and Grier, “Introduction: The Contours.”

 24 Morgan, Reckoning.
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 Introduction 11

which they plotted potential paths towards obtaining their liberation 
from enslavement and protecting their liberty. This history of ideas 
about slavery and freedom also builds on scholarship in other tradi-
tions, especially Indigenous studies, subaltern studies, and postcolonial 
studies, that have sought to broaden the meanings of intellectual work 
beyond a focus on those who put pen to paper, especially historians 
who deploy an entangled lens to explore the roles of Indigenous actors 
as producers of knowledge and technology.25

The existence of spheres of communication between Black communi-
ties across the Atlantic world has been invisible in most historical accounts 
of the era owing to the various methodological challenges that arise when 
researching these histories in archives. With a few notable exceptions of 
lettered Black men in the early Iberian world who penned and published 
texts, the histories of monarchs and political leaders in West Africa and 
West-Central Africa who exchanged diplomatic correspondence with 
Iberian monarchs, and Black Catholic holy people in the Atlantic world 
whose words were recorded by their confessors, the vast majority of the 
history of Black thought in early modern Europe is etched into the his-
torical record through archival fragments within documents produced by 
institutions of colonial administration and justice, or ecclesiastical and 
religious courts, all of which tended to be hostile towards enslaved and 
free Black people.26 Yet scholarship that has explored how West African 

 25 For selected scholarship on broadening intellectual history in the Spanish empire, see 
Acree Jr, “Jacinto Ventura”; Adorno and Boserup, Unlocking the Doors; Bennett, 
Colonial Blackness; Benton, The Lords; Berruezo-Sánchez, “Negro poeta”; Borucki, 
From Shipmates; Borucki and Acree, Los caminos; Cañizares-Esguerra, “The Imperial”; 
Clendinnen, Ambivalent Conquests; Dawson, “A Sea” and Undercurrents of Power; 
de la Puente Luna, Andean Cosmopolitans; Delmas, “Introduction”; Fisk, “Black 
Knowledge” and “Transimperial Mobilities”; Flannery, “Can the Devil Cross”; Fracchia, 
“Black but Human”; Gómez, The Experiential; Graubart, Republics of Difference, 
“Pesa más,” “Shifting Landscapes,” and With Our Labor; Jones, Staging; Jouve Martín, 
Esclavos and “Public Ceremonies”; Martín Casares, Juan Latino; Miller and Munday, 
Painting a Map; Morgan, Reckoning; Munday, “Indigenous Civilization”; Norton, 
The Tame; O’Toole, Bound Lives; Owensby, Empire of Law; Ramos and Yannakakis, 
Indigenous Intellectuals; Rappaport, The Disappearing; Rappaport and Cummins, 
Beyond the; Rowe, Black Saints; Terraciano, “Three Views”; Valerio, Sovereign Joy; 
van Deusen, Global Indios and The Souls; Wheat, Atlantic Africa; Wright, The Epic; 
Yannakakis, “Allies or Servants?,” “Indigenous People,” Since Time Immemorial, 
and The Art of Being. On Entangled History, see Bauer and Norton, “Introduction: 
Entangled”; Cañizares-Esguerra, “Entangled Empires” and “Entangled Histories”; 
Gould, “Entangled Histories”; Norton, “Subaltern Technologies” and “The Chicken.”

 26 Bristol, “Although I Am Black”; Heywood, Njinga of Angola; Martín Casares, Juan 
Latino; Thornton, “African Political Ethics”; Wright, The Epic; van Deusen, The Souls.
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12 Slavery and Freedom in the Early Spanish Atlantic

and West-Central African cultural and political ideas, practices, and leg-
acies survived in the Americas despite the violence of enslavement, forced 
displacement, and dispossession in the Atlantic world offer important 
examples for broadening historical methodologies to confront the chal-
lenges of archival absences.27

The methodological work in this study also emerges in dialogue with 
scholars working within Black feminist traditions who have developed 
foundational methods to read and grapple with the archival silences and 
the violent erasures of the private and intellectual lives of enslaved and 
free Black women from the historical record.28 In particular, Saidiya 
Hartman has paved an important path by coining “critical fabulation” 
as a historical method that pieces together the possible experiences of 
people whose lives were etched in the archive through violence or who 
were absent and dispossessed in the historical record.29 Marisa Fuentes 
has also developed methodologies to respond to the absence of enslaved 
Black women’s voices in historical archives of late  eighteenth-century 
Barbados.30 Fuentes deploys the tools of critical fabulation, reasonable 
speculation, and reading along the bias grain within “a microhistory of 
urban Caribbean slavery” that explores enslaved Black women’s lives 
through the urban geographies and environments where they lived.31 
With a more expansive geographical frame, Jessica Marie Johnson has 
asked us to consider the possibilities of writing histories of Black wom-
en’s practices of freedom in their intimate spaces across the Atlantic 
world through an “accountable historical practice that challenges the 
known and unknowable, particularly when attending to the lives of 
black women and girls.”32 Johnson assembled diverse historical frag-
ments of daily life across vast spaces of the French Atlantic, namely 

 27 Select scholarship on West African and West-Central African cultures and political 
ideas in the Americas, see Ferreira, Cross-Cultural; Green, A Fistful, “Baculamento or 
Encomienda?,” “Beyond,” “Pluralism,” and The Rise; Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery; 
Heywood and Thornton, Central Africans; O’Toole, Bound Lives; Palmié, The Cooking; 
Sobel, The World; Sweet, Recreating Africa; Thornton, Africa and Africans; Valerio, 
Sovereign Joy; Wheat, Atlantic Africa.

 28 Ball et al., As If She; Brown, The Reaper’s, Tacky’s; Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives; 
Hartman, “Venus”; Helton et al., “The Question”; Johnson, Wicked Flesh; Kars, Blood 
on the River; Kazanjian, The Brink; Morgan, Reckoning; Ramey Berry and Harris, 
Sexuality and Slavery; Sweeney, “Black Women” and “Market Marronage.”

 29 Hartman, “Venus.”
 30 Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives.
 31 Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives, 1.
 32 Johnson, Wicked Flesh, 1–15.
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 Introduction 13

Senegambia, the Middle Passage, and New Orleans, and reads these 
fragments alongside each other, noting how “although it is critical 
to respect the limits of each document, by bringing material together 
in careful and creative ways, snippets of black women’s lives begin 
to unfold.”33 Finally, in Reckoning with Slavery, Jennifer Morgan 
explores the coherence between ideas about economic value and race 
in order to unearth the “lived experiences and analytic responses to 
enslavement of these whose lives have most regularly and consistently 
fallen outside the purview of the archive.”34 Collectively, this schol-
arship invites us to consider silences in the archive as crucial pieces of 
historical evidence about enslaved Black women’s lives, and to deploy 
an array of research methods to reimagine the possible experiences and 
ideas of enslaved women.

Inspired by these methodological discussions about archival absences 
and tasked with a separate challenge of writing a history of ephemeral 
conversations and exchanges of ideas about slavery and freedom between 
Black kin, friends, and associates across the sixteenth-century Spanish 
Atlantic, I began to assemble thousands of fragmentary testimonies about 
Black life and ideas across four urban sites in the Spanish Atlantic. These 
sites include the ports of Cartagena de Indias, Nombre de Dios, Sevilla, 
and Veracruz, and their respective hinterlands, over the long sixteenth 
century. The book assembles these fragments of historical evidence 
about Black life and thought to create a deliberate sense of kaleidoscopic 
archival excess that occasionally reveals aspects of the history of Black 
people’s ideas about slavery and freedom. The study layers these kaleido-
scopic strands of archival excess into discrete spatial frames of analysis, 
such as life and gossip among neighbors in a compact parish in a city, 
everyday life and legal knowledge in towns along a key trading route in 
an American colony, or the conversations between an enslaved man with 
strangers during multiple forced displacements across the Atlantic while 
he was trying to gather enough legal knowledge to launch an appeal 
against his illegitimate enslavement, or when assessing the significance of 
the employment of free and liberated Black men as town criers to convey 
news and to administer public auctions of enslaved people. Each of these 
spatial frames relies on a diverse methodological toolset, for example, 
drawing inspiration from foundational works in microhistory, cultural 
history, and histories of ideas and intellectual history.

 33 Johnson, Wicked Flesh, 5.
 34 Morgan, Reckoning, 7.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533461.001
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.142.164.18, on 02 Feb 2025 at 07:32:46, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533461.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core


14 Slavery and Freedom in the Early Spanish Atlantic

The methodological work in this study is also shaped by spatial turns 
in the history of ideas, cultural history, and historical geography. In par-
ticular, my conceptualization of public spaces as key sites for exchanges 
of ideas has been influenced by reading scholars of Arab intellectual his-
tory who pinpoint the movement of people across and between political 
spaces and public sites as important components for the exchange and 
disputation of ideas.35 For example, Muhsin J. Al-Musawi argued that 
historians must consider an active sphere of discussion and disputation 
within the history of ideas, arguing that “the ‘street,’ as opposed to schol-
ars and other elites, has always been part of its own opposite poetics or 
discourse, while in other instances its case may be played out against 
innovations in theological discussion.”36 Scholars working in historical 
geography of Black life in the colonial Americas have also developed 
methodologies to explore how environmental elements shaped Black life 
and society.37 These readings helped me to visualize the spaces where 
enslaved and free Black people might have exchanged ideas in the early 
Atlantic world, whether exploring conversations playing out across the 
Atlantic on fleets crisscrossing the ocean, in port cities of the Caribbean, 
on street corners and squares of bustling cities, at inns and canteens along 
key trading routes, through relays of word of mouth among travelers 
in port towns, in church congregations, in markets, or in other spaces 
where meetings and conversations emerged amid the bustle of daily life. 
My approach to the orality of these diverse histories of ideas about slav-
ery and freedom also reflects the influence of historians working on the 
history of communication in cities in the early modern period, such as 
John Paul Ghobrial, Giuseppe Marcocci, Christian de Vito, and Felipo 
de Vivo, who have played with scales of analysis to write histories of 
news in the everyday life of early modern cities, revealing urban land-
scapes and diverse soundscapes as key pieces of historical evidence.38 

 35 al-Musawi, The Medieval. See also Di Capua, No Exit; Shami, Publics, Politics.
 36 al-Musawi, The Medieval, 9.
 37 Selected examples: Barragan, Freedom’s Captives; Bonil-Gómez, “Free People of 

African,” and “Las movilidades”; Dawson, Undercurrents of Power; Fisk, “Black 
Knowledge on the Move”; García, Beyond the Walled City; Schwartz, Sea of Storms.

 38 Cossar et al., “Introduction”; Ghobrial, “Introduction,” “Moving Stories,” and The 
Whispers; Marcocci, “Portuguese Mercenary Networks”; de Vivo, Information and 
Communication, “Microhistories,” and “Walking”; de Vito, “History without”; 
Withers, “Place.” For soundscapes in Black Atlantic, see also Brewer Garcia, Beyond 
Babel; Jones, Staging; Ogborn, The Freedom; Santos Morillo, “Quién te lo vezó a 
dezir”. For the urban labor in these communication networks, see also Lowe, “Visible 
Lives.”
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 Introduction 15

Nicholas R. Jones has also invited us to consider how theatrical stages 
in this era might mirror the soundscape of cities, particularly the ver-
nacular language and accents of different imperial subjects that a play-
wright might mimic in scripts and stage directions.39 Finally, works in 
historical geography have also visualized how ideas moved and were 
exchanged across various sites. For example, in a study of slave revolts 
in eighteenth-century Jamaica, Vincent Brown maps the history of Black 
political thought about slavery and rebellion onto diverse geographical 
terrains and traces how these ideas were exchanged among enslaved 
laborers toiling on plantations as well as dwellers in towns.40

Thinking spatially about the history of ideas also requires us to con-
sider whether the history of Black thought about slavery and freedom 
in this period was a uniquely urban phenomenon. Certainly, dwellers of 
port towns and viceregal capitals of the Atlantic world were often at the 
forefront of relays of communication, especially those who lived in ports 
that served as key destinations on maritime or overland trading routes.41 
In addition, archival evidence tends to be more plentiful in towns and 
cities as urban dwellers accessed courts of royal and ecclesiastical justice 
and the services of public notaries more often than their rural counter-
parts.42 However, the greater volume of imprints of urban dwellers’ lives 
and ideas in historical archives does not mean that the history of slavery 
and freedom in Black thought was a uniquely urban phenomenon. As 
Vincent Brown demonstrates in Tacky’s Revolt, ideas about slavery and 
rebellion among enslaved Black people in eighteenth-century Jamaica 
spread across rural plantations as well as towns, as enslaved and free peo-
ple on plantations taught recently arrived enslaved West Africans about 
the histories of previous revolts on the island. Slavery and Freedom in 
Black Thought focuses on urban landscapes because this is where a con-
centration of archival fragments exists to write this history. Yet the study 
also considers how conversations and ideas about slavery and freedom 
moved across vast spaces in the Spanish Atlantic world and connected 
rural and urban populations, as people discussed and debated these ideas 
with friends, kin, and associates, and plotted their hopes to obtain their 
liberty or greater degrees of freedom in their lives. Where possible, the 

 39 Jones, Staging. See also Beusterein, An Eye on Race; Fra-Molinero, “Black Pride”; Fra-
Molinero et al., “Antón’s Linguistic Blackface.”

 40 Brown, “Mapping a Slave Revolt” and Tacky’s.
 41 Cañizares-Esguerra et al., The Black Urban.
 42 For importance of cities as sites of power, see Díaz Ceballos, Poder compartido.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533461.001
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.142.164.18, on 02 Feb 2025 at 07:32:46, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533461.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core


16 Slavery and Freedom in the Early Spanish Atlantic

book explores particular lives and lived experiences on urban and rural 
landscapes to make visible the shared spaces where people from different 
backgrounds converged and shaped one another’s ideas, be it in congre-
gations, as passengers on ships, on street corners, or through word of 
mouth or hearsay in urban life. The study also explores the significance 
of travel between places – whether over land or sea – to the history of 
slavery and freedom in Black thought.

Slavery and Freedom in Black Thought 
in the Early Spanish Atlantic

This study is an intellectual exploration of the rich, complicated, and 
worldly lives of people of African descent as they negotiated experiences 
of enslavement and liberation from slavery in the early modern Spanish 
empire. Criss-crossing multiple scales of analysis, from micro to macro, 
from the formal to the intimate, and from individuals’ engagement with 
institutional processes to their spatial cosmographies, the book charts 
an intellectual cartography of early modern Black life that upends our 
understanding of Black movement across spaces, Black intellectual his-
tory, and Black agency at the dawn of and decades into the Atlantic 
trade in enslaved Black people. In disparate, but intimately tied sites 
in the early Spanish empire (from Sevilla and Mexico City to Nombre 
de Dios and Lima, among other key ports and towns), West Africans, 
West-Central Africans, and their descendants not only traveled between 
such spaces and constructed a Black Iberian world, but actively assem-
bled a dynamic Black public sphere across oceans, seas, and overland 
trading routes, and offered their own competing intellectual visions of 
slavery and freedom.

In this shared Black Iberian Atlantic world, the meanings of slavery 
and freedom were fiercely contested and claimed. Weaving together 
thousands of archival fragments, the study recreates the worlds and 
dilemmas of extraordinary individuals and communities while map-
ping the development of early modern Black thought about slavery and 
freedom. From a free Black mother’s embarkation license to cross the 
Atlantic as a passenger on a ship, or an enslaved Sevillian woman’s letters 
to her freed husband in New Spain, or an enslaved man’s negotiations 
for credit arrangements with prospective buyers on the auction block in 
Mexico City, to a Black man’s petition to a royal court in an attempt 
to reclaim his liberty after his illegitimate enslavement, Africans and 
their descendants were important intellectual actors in the early modern 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533461.001
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.142.164.18, on 02 Feb 2025 at 07:32:46, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533461.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core


 Introduction 17

Atlantic world who reckoned with ideas about slavery and freedom in 
their daily lives. Their intellectual labor invites us to reimagine the epis-
temic worlds of the early modern Atlantic. Through fragments of per-
sonal letters, depositions in trials, commercial agreements, and petitions 
to the crown, the study pieces together the lives of Black men and women 
both in metropolitan Spain and the colonies, how people moved from 
one place to another, and, more importantly, how ideas and information 
moved and operated in different contexts. Free and enslaved people who 
moved freely or by force across the Atlantic shared information and legal 
knowledge with those they met along the way.

The study is divided into six chapters and a coda. Chapter 1 explores 
how free and liberated Black individuals responded to institutional pro-
cesses that increased bureaucratization in the Spanish empire to under-
stand freedom as a legal category that could be proven or unproven 
through paperwork. Chapter 2 plays with micro and macro scales and a 
spatial approach to a history of ideas by collating kaleidoscopic fragments 
about freedom as part of disjointed collective memories and the emo-
tional histories of freedom, tracing how enslaved people held out hope for 
their liberation from slavery and the myriad ways in which they discussed 
and plotted for their liberty. Chapter 3 charts an economic history to 
document how enslaved people fought against all the odds to raise capital 
to purchase their freedom and the liberty of their loved ones. Chapter 4 
explores how free Black people conceptualized freedom politically as they 
sought to make sense of repression and persecution against free Black 
people in the Spanish empire. Charting a history of Black petitioning for 
royal justice, the chapter traces how free Black people and communities 
across the Spanish Atlantic sought to reshape the political meanings of 
Black freedom and political belonging in the Spanish empire. Chapter 5 
traces how enslaved and free Black people regarded freedom as an item 
that people possessed and that had to be carefully guarded, for it could 
be stolen from them. Tracing legal cases in which enslaved people argued 
that this had occurred, this chapter approaches freedom from a juridical 
point of view, tracing discussions among enslaved and free people about 
the laws of slavery and freedom and the strategies they shared about 
how to retrieve the freedom they had lost. Finally, Chapter 6 explores 
how free people, especially women, invested copious resources to live 
and practice freedom in their daily lives so that they could be seen to be 
living with freedom, namely by becoming active economic actors who 
judiciously recorded their economic activities and their practices of free-
dom by engaging in cultures of paperwork. The Coda introduces readers 
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18 Slavery and Freedom in the Early Spanish Atlantic

to two rare surviving epistles that constitute the earliest known private 
letters written by an enslaved Black woman in the Atlantic world. Owing 
to their immense historical value, these letters are printed in Spanish and 
English translation. As I have managed to locate the precise location 
where the author of these letters dwelt in Sevilla, I have drawn a map 
to visualize her possible social ties among her Black neighbors who were 
alive in her lifetime (Figures C.1.1–2). Readers will note that I also refer 
to these letters and Figure C.1.1 throughout earlier chapters in the book.

Terms and Omissions

The book explores the intellectual legacies of people whom the Spanish 
monarchy racialized in the sixteenth and seventeenth century as Black. 
Some of the people studied in this book were born in West Africa or 
West-Central Africa where they were enslaved and forcibly displaced to 
Europe or the Americas. Others were born enslaved or free in Castilla 
or the Americas. The ethnonyms that appear throughout this study 
represent different political and linguistic communities in West Africa 
(Bañol, Biafara, Bran, Casanga, Cocoli, Jolofe, Mandinga, Valunka, 
Yalonga, Zape) and in West-Central Africa (Angola, Congo), but are 
only a fraction of the ethnonyms used to describe African diasporic peo-
ples in the early modern Atlantic world.43 Most often, these ethnonyms 
appear in historical documents when an enslaved or free person was 
referred to (or referred to themselves) by a first name followed by an 
ethnonym that indicated the person’s place of birth or where their par-
ents descended from. As this is not a study of the diverse meanings of 
ethnonyms and their survival and transformation in the Americas, the 
ethnonyms are presented in the text with minimal translation or inter-
pretation. Similarly, because this study focuses on ideas about slavery 
and freedom in Black thought, and not the history of ideas about race in 
Iberian thought and the diverse and often contested meanings of racial 
markers and how these meanings varied across different sites, I have 
also retained the vocabulary of racial markers deployed in the historical 
documents without translating the varied and often contradictory mean-
ings of these terms.44 Instead of offering interpretations of these terms, 
when scribes, notaries, or enslaved or free people used the terms such 

 43 For an overview, see Kelley, and Lovejoy, “Oldendorp’s ‘Amina’: Ethnonyms.” See also 
Wheat, Atlantic Africa.

 44 For scholarship on these debates, see note 5.
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 Introduction 19

as atezado (description of someone as very Black), bozal (often used 
to indicate an enslaved person who could not speak Spanish), mulata 
(usually referring to a person of Afro-European heritage), negra (Black), 
and more ambiguous terms sometimes used to describe people of Black 
heritage, such as lora and morena, I have used these same terms on the 
first occasion when introducing the person in the text to indicate to the 
reader the ways that the person under discussion was being racialized 
in their own lifetime. In those instances, I have translated negro/negra 
through the text to the English word, Black, while I have retained the 
original Spanish terms for atezada, lora, mulata, and morena. In the 
cases where the same person was referred to with more than one racial 
marker, or where they themselves used a different term, I have made this 
difference clear in the text. When I use the term horro or horra it is to 
signify to the reader that the person under discussion has been liberated 
from slavery under Castilian laws of slavery within their lifetime in a 
legal act known as alhorría, and usage of the term usually follows the 
language of the sources – although sometimes I have added the term to 
indicate or clarify that the person has been liberated from slavery. When 
referring to an alhorría that resulted from an enslaved person or a third 
party furnishing sufficient funds to pay the market price of the enslaved 
person’s value to an enslaver with the purpose of liberating the enslaved 
person from slavery, this payment is referred to throughout the text as 
a rescate, following the legal meaning of the term and common usage 
across testimonies in the sixteenth century.

Throughout the text, I have also used the terms “Spanish empire,” 
“imperial context,” “imperial institutions,” and “colonial society,” even 
though I am aware that contemporaneous political thinkers and the 
Habsburg crown and its deputies did not define or envision the Spanish 
Americas as a colony of the crown, but rather as a series of dependent 
viceroyalties, and nor did they see the crown as an empire.45 Nonetheless, 
for people whose lives were violently ruptured by slavery, dispossession, 
and physical extraction from their homelands, and who bore generational 
trauma as they were forced to live in societies where their enslavement 
was justified and codified in law, the difference between a kingdom com-
posed of viceroyalties or an empire was perhaps irrelevant. Instead, they 

 45 Cardim, et al., Polycentric Monarchies. For Portugal, see Cardim, “Reassessing the 
Portuguese”; Marcocci and Keshvani, “Contested Legacies”; Martins Marcos, “White 
Innocence” and “Blackness Out of Place.” For contemporary debates on the  legacies 
of empires and slavery, see Villacañas Berlanga, Imperiofilia Spain, and Araujo, 
Reparations, and Slavery for politics of memory of slavery.
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20 Slavery and Freedom in the Early Spanish Atlantic

knew and understood that a conquering state in the name of the Spanish 
crown had conquered, waged wars, and devastated existing Indigenous 
societies across the Americas, while participating in and legitimizing – 
through legal codes and customs – the forced removal of millions of 
enslaved Africans to fill labor shortages resulting from the crown’s ambi-
tion to extract natural resources from the newly conquered lands and 
build imperial societies. The use of the terms “empire,” “imperial,” and 
“colonial” are purposeful reminders to the author and the readers of the 
violence experienced by the subjects of this book, rather than an assess-
ment of the nature of the polity or state in the period under study.

Any frame of analysis inevitably excludes important histories, and this 
study is no exception. In this book, the focus on African Diasporic people 
and their ideas across vast spaces in the Spanish Atlantic world in the 
long sixteenth century excludes the histories of many other people who 
inhabited these sites and who were engaged in similar reckonings with 
ideas about slavery and freedom. For example, from the early sixteenth 
century onwards, hundreds of thousands of Indigenous people were 
enslaved, dispossessed, and displaced by Spanish colonists. Indigenous 
communities played a key role in rebelling against their enslavement by 
Spanish colonists, and in contributing to debates about the illegitimacy 
of enslaving Indigenous Americans led by Dominican friar Bartolomé 
de las Casas (1484–1586). These debates eventually led to the crown’s 
introduction of the New Laws in 1542, which outlawed the enslavement 
of Indigenous Americans, with the exception of people captured in a just 
war.46 Similarly, this study also omits the lives and ideas of diverse sub-
altern people in Castilla who pressed royal courts for the expansion of 
their rights and privileges.47 Such omissions include the vast and import-
ant history of non-Christians who were captured in what the Spanish 
termed as “just wars,” as well as the histories of Jewish and Muslim 
people whom the Spanish crown expelled from its kingdoms in successive 
waves of repression and intolerance throughout the late fifteenth and late 
sixteenth century, as well as the lives of those who agreed to convert to 
Christianity and remain in Castilla as New Christians, namely conver-
sos (converts from Judaism to Christianity and their descendants) and 
moriscos (converts from Islam to Christianity and their descendants).48

 46 Lewis, All Mankind.
 47 Select examples include Cavanaugh, “Litigating for Liberty”; Fernández Martín, 

“La esclavitud”; Hershenzon, The Captive Sea; Israel, “Petition and Response,” “The 
Requerimiento,” and “The Politics; Schwartz, Blood.” 

 48 Ibid.
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Finally, in a significant, yet inevitable omission, the study does not 
include any sites in the Lusophone Atlantic world within the key frames 
of analysis. During the period of this study, the Portuguese crown estab-
lished colonial entrepôts and settlements in islands near West Africa, 
including Madeira (1420), the Azores (1439), Cape Verde (1462), and 
further south along the coastline towards Central Africa, the island of 
São Tomé (1486), and in mainland West Africa, including in Upper 
Guinea (Cacheu, 1588) and on the Gold Coast (São Jorge da Mina, in 
1482), and later also in West-Central Africa, present-day Angola, includ-
ing in Luanda (1576) and Benguela (1617). Scholars of slavery in Brazil 
and West-Central Africa, especially in later periods, have traced the 
emergence of cultural and political corridors between Brazil and West-
Central Africa.49 In addition, between 1580 and 1581, the Spanish and 
Portuguese crowns became unified through the Iberian Union and Philip 
II of Spain became the ruler of Portugal and the Portuguese empire, an 
arrangement that lasted until 1640.50 The fragmentary archival work 
undertaken for this project meant it was not feasible to include Spanish 
and Portuguese cities and their respective rules of law and legal customs 
in the study. However, Black people who dwelt in Portuguese polities 
appear throughout the study, often sharing ideas about slavery and free-
dom that they accrued in each polity.

 49 Candido and Jones, African Women; de Carvalho Soares, “African Barbeiros” and 
People of Faith; Hébrard, “L’esclavage”; Liberato et al., Laços Atlânticos; Ferreira, 
Cross-Cultural; Reis, “African Nations,” Divining Slavery, and Slave Rebellion. For 
scholarship on Black mobility and environmental knowledge in the early sixteenth cen-
tury Lusophone world, see also de Avilez Rocha, “Maroons in the Montes” and “The 
Azorean”; Cardim, “Mulheres negras.”

 50 Cardim, “Portugal unido, y separado”; Marcocci, “Too Much to Rule”; Subrayaman, 
“Holding the World.”
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