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Review of Celia, a Slave 


Slavery posed moral dilemmas for everyday people in the antebellum American South; slaves found themselves in moral predicaments as much as anyone else.  The dilemmas arose from the infusion of increasing sectional enmity into local affairs.  Where political and social events intersected, gender, race, and class roles reinforced tensions and turned ordinary people into participants in a national discussion. Thus the personal was never far removed from the political.  These ideas form the central proposition of Melton McLaurin’s book, Celia, a Slave.  Though not astonishing, they allow the story of a marginalized historical actor to be woven into the broader context of national and regional conflicts which led to civil war.  The result is a commendable effort in social history.  Some of the conclusions offered in the closing chapter, however, lack supportive evidence in the book.   
Set in Callaway County, Missouri, amid the Kansas-Nebraska turmoil, the book reconstructs part of the life of Celia, who, in 1855, was tried for murdering her master, Robert Newsom.  Newsom, a widower and successful farmer, purchased fourteen year-old Celia in 1850.  Shortly afterward, he raped her.  Throughout the rest of her short life, Celia remained the target of Newsom’s sexual exploitation (she bore at least two of his children).  Celia’s appeals to her master’s two daughters apparently yielded little aid.  One night, after Newsom entered her cabin, she struck him twice in the head with a stick she had hidden away for protection.  Newsom died, and Celia incinerated his body in her fireplace.  An investigation ensued.  Another slave on the Newsom farm, George, indicated that Celia was responsible for the death.  The author speculates that Celia and George had carried on a relationship which George threatened to end if Celia continued her contact with Newsom.  After a series of interrogations, Celia confessed to killing Newsom and went to trial.  
John Jameson, a respected attorney and former Congressman, bore the responsibility of providing Celia with an adequate defense.  He went beyond his charge by raising the issue of sexual exploitation and arguing that his client had the legal right to forcefully resist her master’s advances.  Southern courts allowed slaves to argue self-defense in capital offenses, but Jameson had to forego such an argument.  Celia stood as the only possible source for testimony on which a self-defense argument could be built, and Missouri law did not allow slaves to testify against whites.  Instead, Jameson asserted a female slave’s ownership of her reproductive functions (a Missouri statute made it illegal to force “any woman” into a sexual act.  Jameson aimed to include slave women in the category “any woman.”)  In this way, the defense challenged the very institution of slavery.  In the end, the defense failed.  Celia was convicted and sentenced to die.  The Missouri Supreme Court denied Jameson’s appeals for another hearing and for a stay of execution.  The state hanged Celia on December 21, 1855.       
The court documents from the trial make up the backbone of McLaurin’s primary source material.  In weaving them into the wider circumstances of sectional conflict, which he constructs from contemporary newspaper coverage and secondary sources, he presents Celia’s trial as a politically and morally charged event.  Citizens took sides and made the trial about something more than the death of a farmer:  it represented a conflict over the institution of slavery.

Some of McLaurin’s conclusions, however, are troublesome.  For example, he asserts that Celia’s death represented the powerlessness of slaves to maintain a modicum of dignity and humanity under the yoke of a master.  The society in which Celia lived, he argues, offered no recourse for sexually-exploited black girls.  When Celia resisted abruptly and violently to Newsom’s advances, she acted within the means available to her, but her actions fell out of bounds of acceptable behavior.  They triggered social suppression because they threatened the survival of slavery and its sponsor, white male hegemony.  McLaurin offers his work not as an explanation for white male dominance, but as an example of how it operated.  The separation of slave women from white women constituted one aspect of the social structure which supported slavery and reduced slave women’s capacity to resist their masters.  The author attributes such separation by race and class to the economic and legal dependence of black and white women upon white patriarchs, and he attempts to demonstrate that Celia’s fruitless appeal to Newsom’s daughters, Mary and Virginia, illustrates this point.  It was not likely, he writes, that the daughters tried to help Celia because they “were nearly as dependent upon their father as was Celia” (p. 32).  But McLaurin assumes that, barring the economic dependence of white women upon white men, the former would be naturally inclined to defend slave women by virtue of their gender, and against a member of their own family.  His discussion might have been enhanced by more analysis of the relationships between power structures and concepts of race, class, and gender.  But to be fair, Celia first appeared in 1991, when race and gender studies were just beginning to stake substantial claims in academia.  

Over all, Celia delivers a convincing portrayal of slavery—even as it existed outside the Deep South—as a brutal institution.  And it offers vivid possibilities for showing how the legal and moral assumptions that upheld slavery got tested from the bottom up. 
PAGE  
4

