On June 24, 1937, Paul Robeson made a speech at the Royal
Albert Hall, a part of which forms the epitaph on his grave in New
York State: “The artist must take sides. He must elect to fight for
Freedom, or Slavery. | have made my choice. | had no alternative.”
Here was an African American man, speaking in England on behalf
of Spaniards enduring and fighting Fascism, which Robeson
described as ‘the greatest cause that faces the world today.” He
had surprised the organisers and the crowd by appearing there in
person, flying in for the evening from a concert tour in Russia (from
where he had sent a recorded message), on his own dime. Twenty
years later, the greatest cause, to the mind of a South Carolina
senator, was segregation, and in a bid to maintain it, he held the
Senate floor in a record 24-hour filibuster. That record was broken
the other day by an eloquent Black senator from Robeson’s state,
Cory Booker. The cause that compelled him to extend the record
to beyond 25 hours was the abuse of power by the present
administration. Booker referenced his inspiring mentor, Georgia
senator John Lewis, many times. Lewis had, at 25 had his skull
fractured by a mounted officer on the Edmund Pettus Bridge at the
peak of the civil rights movement, in March 1965. The following
month, Lewis was asked to represent Dr. King and SNCC at Paul
Robeson’s 67" birthday celebration in New York. “Who is Paul
Robeson?,” Lewis is reported to have asked. Well, he soon found
out, and was inspired anew. Many would argue that the greatest
cause that faces the world today, in 2025, is the ongoing genocide
in Palestine, but according to those who listened to Senator
Booker’s record-breaking speech, it's not exactly that he forgot that
fact, but that like Robeson, he decided to take sides: in Booker’s
case, not for Freedom, but Genocide, repeating the assertion that
Israel has a right to defend itself. It may be purely coincidence that
Mr. Booker appears pretty high up in the list of politicians who have
received funding from the Zionist lobby group AIPAC. Speaking up
on behalf of ordinary people fighting the powerful is fine, as long as
“the powerful” is not Israel. Words are cheap, when someone else’s
dollar determines which side one takes. In Robeson’s case, the
record is literally set in stone.
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Call Mr. Robeson was premiered at C-Soco at the Edinburgh Tayo Aluko & Friends
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