
Out of the Shadows:
The Political Writings of Eslanda Goode Robeson

Robert Shaffer
Shippensburg University

Generally overshadowed by the celebrity and controversy of her more
famous husband, Eslanda Goode Robeson nevertheless made significant
contributions of her own to the field of Americans' understanding of Africa
and to race relations in general. A consideration of Eslanda's three books (one
of which was co-authored with Pearl S. Buck, the Nobel Prize-winning novelist),
and a look especially at the reception of these books by reviewers at the time,
provides an opportunity to survey these contributions.

Eslanda's impact as an author, of course, was inseparable from her status
as the wife of the well-known singer, actor, and political activist. Indeed, all of
her books included discussion of her husband. But Eslanda-called Essie by
her friends and often by the press as well-used these writings to go beyond
simply providing readers a vicarious proximity to celebrity, as she probed the
intersections between race, class, and gender in the United States, Europe,
Africa, and elsewhere.

In the larger scheme of African-American history, looking at Eslanda
Robeson's role gives greater depth to recent studies by such scholars as Brenda
Gayle Plummer and Penny Von Eschen on the internationalist activities of
African Americans. In particular, Eslanda's work illuminates what Von Eschen
has called "the politics of the African diaspora," the mutual encouragement of
freedom struggles in the United States, Africa, and the Caribbean generated
by interconnections between Black activists from these varied societies.' On a
more personal level, this attention to Eslanda's writings and activities corrects
the tendency in Martin Duberman's enormously influential biography of Paul
Robeson to be overly critical of Eslanda's writings and politics, especially in
the period before 1950. Taking Eslanda's writings and activism seriously also
emphasizes the collaboration more than the friction between Eslanda and
Paul-although it must be noted that Eslanda herself did not ignore the friction
even in her published writings.2

Eslanda was born in Washington, D.C. in 1896, her father a clerk in the
War Department. Her mother was from the light-skinned Negro elite, whose
own father, Francis Lewis Cardozo, had been a prominent South Carolina
elected official during Reconstruction.3 Eslanda attended the University of
Illinois, but graduated from Columbia University in New York City with a
degree in chemistry. She became the first African-American to work at New
York City's Presbyterian Hospital. She married Paul in 1921.
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Eslanda's first book was a biography ot her husband, published in 1930
and written while the couple and their son "Pauli" lived in England.4 Duberman
emphasizes weaknesses in the book, highlighting a handful of negative reviews.'
In fact, it received quite positive reviews overall, and was received as more
than simply an adoring portrait by a wife. Beginning with the title of the
book, Paul Robeson, Negro, Eslanda clearly intended it as an affirmation or
pride for African Americans in the success of one of their number, and an
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illustration for whites of the capabilities of the "Negro" people. Paul was only
32 at the time, and while several reviews noted the incongruity of a biography
of such a young man, most agreed that he merited the attention, having already
gained international acclaim as a singer and actor.

Indeed, reviewers picked up on Eslanda's political goal of profiling this
example of African-American success. The Times Literary Supplement of
London, which said the book "leaves a very pleasant impression of both the
subject and the writer of the book," noted that Paul's accomplishments
demonstrated what many more Negroes could do were it not for the "restrictions
and handicaps" they faced due to race.6 Harry Hansen, the prominent New
York book critic, called the book "inspiring," and believed that Eslanda's
depiction not only of her husband but of "Negro family life, of Negro traditions
and accomplishments," all written with "rich understanding" and "deep pride,"
was of great importance for white Americans to read.

African-American reviewers as well made clear that profiling Paul's success
would, indeed, make Blacks proud, and that they would want to read about it
as much as whites. Langston Hughes, whose review was featured on page one
of the New York Herald- Tribune book section, said that ordinary workers and
servants in the Black community considered Paul to be "their ambassador to
the world," and that with his success "his old friends who still walk humble
and mighty glad." 8 W.E.B. DuBois, writing in The Crisis, the NAACP
magazine, placed the biography in the "must read" category, and commented,
significantly:

The hero is made a little too perfect, but with all that, the evident
triumph of a fine black man makes fascinating reading and something
unusual in these days when everything black in literature has to come
from the slums, wallow in Harlem, and go to Hell.9

Eslanda supplemented her account of her husband's life with an almost
sociological description of the importance of the church in African-American
life, and a chapter on the development and significance of Harlem to African
Americans. Eslanda considered Harlem a place Blacks "can call home; it is a
place where they belong," a place where, being in the majority, they no longer
have to be on their guard as representing their race to others.10 She discussed
the long history of inter-racial sexual relations in the U.S. which resulted in
distinctions based on color among "Negroes," and the phenomenon of
"passing." "Passing" was very relevant to Eslanda's own life with her mixed
ancestry and her ability at times to "pass" for white." Eslanda contrasted the
racial discrimination even in Northern hotels, restaurants, and housing with
the lack of such discrimination in England: "So here in England, where everyone
was kind and cordial and reasonable, Paul was happy." 12
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Several reviewers, including Langston Hughes, pointed to these sections
on the Black community and on race relations as especially noteworthy. Rose
Feld in the New York Times called the chapter on Harlem "penetrating and
thought-provoking," and said Eslanda presented "frankly and interestingly
the psychology of the Negro in his relationship to white people and the
expressions of escape which his race consciousness gives him." Feld and Harry
Hansen both viewed with alarm the Black preference for life in Europe over
life in America. Hansen observed with great prescience that "Expatriation is
merely an evasion," and that all the Robesons-Paul, Pauli, and Eslanda-
"will be in a position to help tremendously the cause of their people in the
United States." '3

There were some negative reviews, mostly charging, with much justice,
that Eslanda portrayed Paul as a paragon of "Sunday-school piety." William
Soskin in the New YorkEveningPostrightly criticized the book for downplaying
any sense of Paul's bitterness at personal encounters with racism. But his review,
anti-racist in intent, had more than a trace of the desire for the exotic, and
even the voyeuristic, as Soskin wanted to know how Paul felt being surrounded
by admiring white women after a successful concert." Most critical was Stark
Young, in The Newu Republic, who called the book the "worst type of biographical
rubbish," and who objected that the book was framed around Paul as a "Negro"
rather than simply as a "remarkable man." One may simply note without
comment that Young, in establishing his "credentials" for criticizing Eslanda's
portrayal of the Black church and life, mentioned that his father owned 350
slaves.'5 AAmong the few criticisms of Paul that Eslanda raised in the book,
which several reviews noted, was what she called his "Laziness, with a capital
L." But none of the commentators took Eslanda to task for referring to this
laziness as one of Paul's "typically Negro qualities," a stereotype which would
unleash a firestorm of criticism today.' 6

Eslanda's next book would not appear for another fifteen years, in 1945,
but it would be very influential. 1

7 Based on her diary of her 1936 trip through
southern, central, and eastern Africa with eight-year-old Pauli, the book
reflected both the training towards a Ph.D. in anthropology that Eslanda had
begun in London and completed at the Hartford Seminary, and her growing
concern with the political aspects of colonialism. Describing her encounters
with everyone from Black South African miners to sympathetic and
unsympathetic white colonial officials, and from herdswomen in Uganda and
pygmies in the Congo to Edinburgh-trained African doctors, Eslanda focused
on the varied people of Africa, and the experience of traveling through Africa.
She took particular care to detail women's roles and gender relations in the
various African cultures she described, according respect for women's labor
and knowledge but noting as well the exclusion of women from certain
activities.' Her strong and convincing critique of colonialism and racism
emerged from her vignettes rather than overpowering them.
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Part of the book's appeal, too, consisted of young Paul's "mature
observations and reactions," as the Literary Guild Review put it, to immersion
in very different cultures and to issues of racial discrimination. (For example,
about South Africa's Orange Free State, Pauli asked, "What's free about it?")' 9

Although "Big Paul" did not accompany Eslanda on the trip, he, too, was a
constant presence in the book. After all, the white press in South Africa and
colonial officials in East Africa regarded her nervously because she was "Mrs.
Paul Robeson." Meanwhile, African-and some European-fans from the
Cape Colony to Egypt gave her special treatment for precisely the same reason.20

And with Paul at "the apex of fame" in 1945, to use Duberman's phrase," a
book in which he was just off-stage, as it were, but nonetheless central to the
plot, would certainly be noticed by the American press and the reading public.

Duberman rightly but briefly notes the favorable reviews that African
Journey received upon publication, and the personal lift that it gave Eslanda
during another strained period in her relationship with Paul.22 But the book's
political significance, too, was enormous, as one of the first published portraits
of Africa for an American audience by an African-American who had traveled
in Africa, combining a first-hand critique of European colonialism and racism
with a human portrait of the African people and an appreciation of the cultural
achievements of African peoples. To appreciate the importance of such a work,
one might note that the fairly thorough Book Review Digest listed only five
books on Africa published in the U.S. in 1945, and only 30 in the period from
1942-1946, with most of those being geared mainly to scholars or foreign
policy experts, and several sponsored by European colonial powers. By contrast,
there were well over 100 books on China, and over 75 on India, published in
this five-year period in the U.S.23

African Journey was published by the John Day Company, headed by
Richard Walsh but with great input by his wife, Pearl Buck. Buck was among
the most prominent Americans who believed that World War II needed to be
transformed into an anti-racist and anti-imperialist war-WE.B. DuBois wrote
that among whites Buck represented "the strongest and clearest elucidation of
this point of view." 24 She began corresponding with Paul Robeson after they
shared the platform at an April 1942 rally on behalf of allowing Black Americans
and Black Africans to participate in the war without racist restrictions in the
army or any other area.25 This association undoubtedly led to Buck's association
with Eslanda as well, and in the fall of 1943 Buck provided a detailed but
favorable critique of Eslanda's manuscript which led to its acceptance at the
John Day Company.26 A lengthy revision process ensued, which nevertheless
had the salutary effect of allowing Richard Walsh to publish, in the highly-
regarded magazine that he also edited, Asia and the Americas, two articles by
Eslanda, one which he adapted from a speech she had given, and one excerpted
almost directly from the book. Both of these articles, in turn, were reprinted
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in at least one Black periodical, and one of them appeared as well in expanded
form as a pamphlet published by the Council on African Affairs.27 Meanwhile,
Eslanda spoke about African views of the new United Nations at the plenary
session of a conference sponsored by Buck's East and West Association, which
over 600 librarians attended.28

In "A Negro Looks at Africa," one of the articles published in Asia and the
Americas, Eslanda previewed some of the main themes of her book, especially
the pride that Black Americans could and should take in the achievements of
Africans-just as other Americans took pride in the culture and
accomplishments of their respective "old countries." Drawing on the work of
anti-racist anthropologists such as Franz Boas, she described early African
smelting of iron, the long-established systems of law among the Ashanti and
the Hausa, and the domestication of cattle. She noted the inspiration ofAfrican
art for modern art, and she suggested that the traditional communal ownership
of land in Africa could likewise be an inspiration for contemporary society.
Indeed, her essay prefigured in some ways the current multicultural education
movement." 29

In "Proud To Be A Negro," Eslanda recounted a conversation on the plane
leaving Africa with an arrogant European colonialist who pitied her son Pauli
for being Black. Eslanda declared firmly that "[Pauli's] color, his background,
his rich history are part of his wealth. We consider it an asset, not a handicap."
In addition to this assertion of Black pride, she argued that racist attitudes
had isolated European colonialists, and like-minded Americans, from the world
of tomorrow, and that such attitudes would make their lives difficult. Africans
and African-Americans, meanwhile, in their long experience of fighting
oppression, "have survived and grown strong." This strength was only increased
in the ideological and strategic conflicts of World War II, Eslanda added, as
Africans felt that the "Four Freedoms" and the promises for self-government
of the Atlantic Charter should apply to them, and where an African governor
of a French colony, Felix Ebou6, took his stand with the Free French. One
might note, however, that Eslanda, like the Council on African Affairs as a
whole, expressed an unfounded optimism about French promises to restructure
their empire in Africa to include more self-government. 30

While Eslanda was buoyed by letters she received in response to her articles
in Asia,3' the response to the publication of African Journey itself was
overwhelming: the first printing was sold out on the day of publication, and it
resulted in much greater demand for her services as a lecturer.32 The African-
American press was most enthusiastic. Ben Burns in the Chicago Defender
called African Journey "perhaps the first really popular book ever written on
the African Negro. It will make [American] Negroes hold their heads and
shoulders high, proud to be Negro and African."33 Prince A. A. Nwafor Orizu,
a Nigerian living in the U.S., and a regular columnist on Africa for the Pittsburgh
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Courier, agreed that "the Negro in America must take pride in his African
origin as a beginning of self-confidence which is the starting point of outward
freedom." He wrote, with the kind of hyperbole that one would think only
book publishers and ad-writers could make up, that Eslanda's book "opens a
new page in the history of the black man in America," potentially as important
as Marcus Garvey's movement for pan-African pride after World War I. Another
columnist in the Courier also wholeheartedly endorsed the book, and described
Eslanda's role on behalf of the Council on African Affairs and the decolonization
movement at the founding conference of the United Nations in San Francisco
in April 1945.34 Constance Curtis in the Amsterdam News detailed Eslanda's
dismaying descriptions of conditions of Blacks in South Africa, but noted as
well that the book brings the important "discovery" that Africans were "deeply
interested in the colored peoples outside of their land," a point that Eslanda
had discussed at length. Curtis added that Eslanda's view of Africa as an African-
American would be particularly interesting for her Black readers: "It is good
to see Africa through such eyes because it ceases to be the land of the big game
hunter and the Pukka Sahib and becomes a land in which people live who are
like many all of us know." 35

White reviewers gave African Journey coverage that was just as prominent
and just as favorable; both the New York Times and the New York Herald-
Tribune reviewed it in their weekday and Sunday book columns. Ernestine
Evans called African Journey "an excellent tourist book as well as a treatise on
the color line," and a "starting point of real study" on Africa. She duly noted
the political significance of Eslanda's discussion of the difficulty she encountered
in obtaining visas, as "people who are counting grievances are not allowed to
go where they please." Eslanda, like the other thirteen million African-
Americans, was beginning to count herself as one with the "ten million West
Indians of color, the one hundred and fifty million blacks of Africa, and
tentatively all the peoples of Asia," in the realignment of the world's peoples
that would take shape in the post-war world.36 While noting the poverty and
discrimination Eslanda described, Evans, too, understood the importance of
her descriptions of African achievements. She cited a few, such as temperature
control mechanisms in traditional African housing, that the U.S. might learn
from-"Federal Housing, please note," Evans wrote. Evans, writing in the
Herald-Tribune, provided perhaps the most detailed and incisive review, but it
was representative of the response. Helen Cain highlighted Eslanda's warning
that "those who make the peace must not overlook a seething, brooding Africa."
Francis Hackett noted with respect, albeit with regret, Eslanda's turn to the
Soviet Union as a model for development of non-industrialized societies and
for the creation of a non-racist modern society. Stuart Cloete, a liberal white
South African-who said that to him "a zebra is a white beast with a black
stripe; to Eslanda Robeson it is a black beast with a white stripe"-welcomed

53



Pennsylvania History

Eslanda's frankly "biased" approach in favor of Black Africans, which might
"make the white South African wonder," as no other book has done, "what
those whom he calls his servants think of him." 37

Several reviewers contrasted AfricanJourney favorably with John LaTouche's
Congo, which appeared at the same time. LaTouche's book was based on a trip
paid for by the Belgian government, and gave a favorable view of Belgian
colonialism. Ironically, LaTouche was the author of the song, "Ballad for
Americans," which Paul had helped make famous, and LaTouche himself
reviewed Eslanda's book favorably.38

Eslanda went on staff with the Council on African Affairs in September
1945, a month after African Journey came out, and she participated in its work
at the U.N. on behalf of decolonization over the next few years.39 She was also
active, along with Paul, in Henry Wallace's Presidential campaign in 1948.
She became a leader of the Progressive Party in Connecticut and a candidate
for Connecticut Secretary of State in 1948 and for Congress in 1952.40

But she also kept up her association with Pearl Buck, and the two women
met regularly to prepare American Argument, which appeared in January 1949.
This so-called "talk book," presented as an edited conversation with Buck's
commentary, was part of a series that Buck published in which she presented
critical views that she thought Americans needed to hear-Buck had earlier
published her interviews with a Chinese agrarian reformer, a Russian woman
who had grown up on a collective farm, and a German socialist and anti-Nazi
refugee.4'

American Argument was a wide-ranging dialogue, covering Eslanda's
background, and the views of the two women on American society, Russia,
race relations, gender relations and women's role, education and child-rearing,
and many other issues. As Eslanda had done for the African people in African
Journey, Buck kept the focus on Eslanda as a total person rather than just her
"political" ideas as such. Indeed, some of the more interesting sections included
Eslanda's discussion of her personal encounters with color prejudice by the
light-skinned elite in the African-American community, and her observations
on the different attitude toward the "finality" of marriage of Paul and herself,
which only partly veiled their marital tensions.42

As many reviewers noted, the two women, Eslanda and Buck, agreed more
than they disagreed, both excoriating American Cold War policies toward the
Soviet Union, attacking U.S. militarism, denouncing the failure of the U.S. to
work for decolonization, and bemoaning American women's preoccupation
with families and housework rather than public affairs. Where the two disagreed
was on tactics for change, with Eslanda defending Soviet policies, and even
proposing that "liquidation"-yes, she used that term associated with the
Stalinist regime-of the enemies of civil rights in the U.S. would be
appropriate.4 3 Buck, who portrayed herself as an "individualist," demurred
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from such measures, but nevertheless defended Eslanda from accusations of
disloyalty, and agreed that the American ideology of individual rights had
facilitated the denial of the collective rights of large numbers of Americans.
While Buck made clear her own opposition to Communism, and tried to
forestall criticism by declaring that she knew that Eslanda was no Communist,44

the very fact that she brought out this book with Eslanda, just when attacks
on Eslanda's and Paul's "loyalty" were about to reach their height, demonstrated
her own rejection of Cold War ideology, and provided an important platform
for Eslanda's ideas. Indeed, Buck structured the book to present a critique of
American society from the perspective of an educated, professional, activist
African-American woman, in order to puncture the complacency of white
Americans who considered their society to be a democracy of all of its citizens.

Considering the political climate-U.S.-Soviet tensions were very high as
the Berlin blockade and airlift were underway; the NAACP had recently fired
DuBois; Max Yergan, the former director of the Council on African Affairs
accused Paul of leading a "Communist faction" of the group; and the heavily
red-baited Wallace campaign had received very few votes-the critics' reaction
to American Argument was quite positive.45 There were, to be sure, a few wild
denunciations. The ultra-reactionary Plain Talk called it an "anti-American
interview," and accused both Buck and Eslanda of disloyalty to American
principles, while the Washington Star implied that Buck had fallen for Eslanda's
Soviet propaganda. 46

But favorable reviews far outweighed such criticisms. The Boston Herald
told readers that Eslanda's critique of the U.S. was worth considering, especially
regarding the treatment of Blacks, while the San Francisco Chronicle emphasized
Eslanda's view that with more democracy at home the U.S. could become a
force for progress in the world. The St. Louis Post-Dispatch pointed to the
importance of both women's critique of the growing cult of domesticity in the
U.S.47 Mary Ross in the New York Herald- Tribune described the book as "serious
but never pompous or preachy, that cannot help but be stimulating to others
who love America but are also troubled by certain qualities of our national
life." Ross, like some other reviewers, made it clear that both authors loved
this country, and that they had unusual vantage points on this country, as
both insiders and outsiders, Buck having grown up in China, and Eslanda
having lived abroad for twelve years and looking at the U.S. as both an
anthropologist and as one with dark skin. The New York Times challenged
Eslanda's views on the Soviet Union but declared the need to hear her viewpoint,
while the Saturday Review of Literature urgently recommended the book to
"the isn't-it-grand-to-be-an-American school."48 Mary Margaret McBride, host
of a popular radio show on which Buck often appeared as a guest, balked at
inviting Buck and Eslanda to appear together because of the "Communist
angle," but eventually relented.49
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The African-American press also recommended the book to readers. The
Pittsburgh Courier called it "must" reading, "a provocative but friendly
argument, and one worthy of the serious reflections of all Americans-especially
American women." TheAmsterdam News said that both the political discussion
and the human portraits of the authors revealed in the book were noteworthy.
The Chicago Defender was less enthusiastic, but still respectful, calling Eslanda
"a vigorous and interesting conversationalist." 50

Despite the publicity and the reviews, however, the book did not sell well,
as Buck later apologized to Eslanda. 5 ' But its publication and reviews
demonstrate the dialogue that Eslanda had with the mainstream of the literary
community as late as 1949, as well as Buck's continuing dialogue with the left.
That this association with Buck was helpful to Eslanda is made clear by the
fact that Eslanda's lecture agency, in soliciting bookings in the 1950's, quoted
extensively from Buck's effusive description of Eslanda in American Argument,
as follows:

[Eslanda] sees in herself every Negro in the United States, every poor
white in a poll-tax Southern state, every black man, woman, and child
in Africa, every untouchable in India, every colonial in Indonesia and
Indochina, every woman anywhere who longs for equality. 52

The two women continued to exchange friendly letters about politics and
family for several more years. Buck congratulated Eslanda when she lashed
out at the hate-mongers who tried to interfere with Pauli's marriage to a white
woman, and commiserated with her when Eslanda was called before Joe
McCarthy's Senate committee. In one particularly ironic twist, one of the
times that McCarthyism hit Buck personally was when an invitation was
rescinded under pressure from the House Un-American Activities Committee
to speak at an all-Black Washington, D.C. high school. The school was none
other than Francis Cardozo High School, named after Eslanda's illustrious
grandfather.5 3

Eslanda's experience at the United Nations in the 1940's led to a long stint
during the 1950's as the UN correspondent for New World Review, a pro-
Soviet magazine linked with the National Council for American-Soviet
Friendship, an organization with which Eslanda, and Paul, were also
associated.54 On the whole, Eslanda did not defend Stalinism in these articles,
although she certainly did not criticize it. Eslanda's writings plugged
decolonization, opposition to the Cold War, the admission of the People's
Republic of China to the UN, and the rise of the neutralist bloc as symbolized
by the Afro-Asian conference in Bandung, Indonesia in 1955, all of which
coincided with Soviet policy but which a wider range of progressives could
also support.55 After a brief period in 1950 when she attacked the Nehru
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Cowrl.y of Paul Robemi4 Jr.

PAd and Essie, Miiamdk4 Fi,, 1936

government in India for its persecution of the left, she soon became a particular
booster of Nehru's independent foreign policy and of his UN representative,
Krishna Menon, who she had known in London." Among Eslanda's most
noteworthy articles were those in which she highlighted particular women
leaders abroad and at the UN, carrying on the work of the small but energetic
progressive women's networks in the years that some historians have called the
"doldrums' of the women's movement. 57
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Even during the most difficult times in the U.S., with the weakness of the
progressive movements in general in the 1950's and the attacks on the Robesons
personally, Eslanda maintained a sense of optimism from her UN post, as she
saw, slowly but perceptibly, the increased influence of Asians and Africans in
world politics.58 While these articles contained important analyses of this
changing world scene as crystallized at the UN, they were not widely circulated,
and did not reach as many people as any of her three books had done.

But Eslanda Goode Robeson did make her mark as a political writer and
speaker, with a reputation tied to her husband's but developing her own voice.
She made this mark in her analysis of Harlem and the black community in
Paul Robeson, Negro, of African culture, European colonialism, and nationalist
resistance in African Journey, and of the American and world scenes in American
Argument, as well as in her active work for decolonization in the Council for
African Affairs and in her journalistic endeavors towards the same end in New
World Review and other publications.

The historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., in his polemic against
multiculturalism, has claimed that current efforts to establish an identification
of African Americans with Africa are artificial, that they do not flow from the
logic of African-American history.59 Eslanda Goode Robeson-light-skinned,
middle-class, cosmopolitan-might be among the African Americans most
likely to corroborate Schlesinger's thesis. But Eslanda in fact developed a strong
cultural and political identification with Africa and Africans even as she asserted
her rights as an African American, and this identification made sense to
important sectors of the Black community at the time. This identification
developed in the anti-colonial and anti-imperialist movement that gained
momentum from the mid- I 930s on, but was disrupted in the Black community
by the Cold War and McCarthyism.6 0 The experience of Eslanda Goode
Robeson, thus, shows both the shallowness of Schlesinger's critique, and the
importance of focusing renewed attention on the ways that African Americans
in the mid-twentieth century interpreted their domestic experiences in a global,
and especially an African and anti-colonial, context.
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Co. Papers, Firestone Library, Princeton
University.
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"M'M ancestors in Afnca
reckoned sound of masor
imponance: they were all great talkers.
great orators. and where writine
was unknown. folk tales and an
oral tradition kept the ears rasher
than the eyes sharpened.
I am the samex ;.
I always hear, I seldom see.
I hear mv wav
through the world."

West Africa Review.
December. 1936.
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