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James H. Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation as Post-Modern Public Philosophy
Introduction

It is certainly possible to consider that the Civil Rights Movement was
not only social and political, but also religious and spiritual, transforming
American society tremendously. Its transforming forces have been noticeable
in various realms of society, one of which is the academic genre of theology.
Through the intellectual struggles in the Civil Rights Movement, the Black
Theology of Liberation emerged especially through the writings of James
H. Cone (born August 5, 1938) along with many other important ministers,
activists and thinkers. Cone is hailed as a founding figure of the Black
Theology of Liberation in America.

In the post-modern and post-colonial world, Cone’s intellectual work
poses several intricate yet intriguing public issues concerning how to read
and interpret the location of theological thinking in the multi-religious
conditions of secular global societies. Compared to Martin Luther King Jr.’s
and Malcolm X’s intellectual legacies, Cone’s influence is, intellectually
speaking, limited to academic theological circles, yet indirectly observable in
the practical Christian ministries of those who read his works. It is still and
furthermore important to examine the public implications and significances
of Cone’s works in the early twenty-first century, especially considering that
there is still unreasonable violence against African Americans due to racism
by “whites” against “blacks” in America.

In this paper, I propose to examine Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation
as public philosophy in post-modern and multicultural situations. My point
is that his emphasis on the black experience as the soteriological locus
reflects the post-modern secular self in fragments that seeks the authentic self
a la Charles Taylor,l and finds significance in fragments a la David Tracy.2
By grounding the soteriological base in fragmented historical experience
or in the negated subject of oppressed black people, Cone deconstructs
the “transcendental quality” of White Western Christology, which white
theologians still cling to with a claim of subjectivity, into a hegemonic
and legitimating ideological tool of the white religion enslaving African
Americans. Yet, considering that Cone continues to locate certain and sure
soteriological meaning in the oppressed lives of African Americans, this
might be in opposition to the idea of post-modernity. Nevertheless, knowing
that there is diversity in Black Theology, including criticism of Cone’s
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standpoint, and that there are some black churches that enjoy a relatively
well-to-do social and financial situation, unlike before the Civil Rights
Movement, black theologies are now in multi-theological and post-modern
situations. There is no longer “the” Black Theology.

In attempting to locate Cone’s writings in public philosophy, it should
be noted that some “philosophical” public philosophy does not necessarily
address the issues which the Black Theology of Liberation addresses.
For example, Michael Sandel’s version of public philosophy, though he
addresses the issue of affirmative action,3 would not touch the issues the
Black Theology of Liberation addresses. Yet, the social and public issues
the Black Theology of Liberation works on belong to the public sphere,4
and therefore contain public significance. It is my intention to propose the
idea that if White Theology could be seen as a contributing part to public
philosophy because whites are still the majority and enjoy relatively more
powerful social status, Black Theology should also be given the same
social significance in contributing to public philosophy. Like James Tully,
who takes up the issue of the multiplicity of cultural diversity from the
perspective of constitutionalism in his argument on public philosophy,’ it
might be possible to see the connection between public philosophy and
multicultural global situations, from which there is no reason to exclude
the whole variety of theological situations. Though Cone’s books often
escape the attention of non-black and non-Christian readers because they are
written heavily in theological language, I think that such heavily theological
language is not necessarily an intellectual obstacle to finding the public
implications, because for some oppressed people theological language is the
only linguistic resource for finding meaning. Furthermore, in Cone’s writing,
I notice similarities with Gayatri C. Spivak’s position on the subaltern, or
the marginalized. Therefore, I will argue that not only black intellectuals but
also non-black and non-Christian intellectuals should engage in dialogue by
philosophically reinterpreting the theologically interpreted significance of the
history of African Americans.

In the first section, I discuss some justifiable reasons to read Cone
today by pointing out that his intellectual studies are intended to recover
the fragmented totality of African Americans. In the second section, I will
examine the public significance of the development of Cone’s first trilogy
of the Black Theology of Liberation. In the third section, I will examine
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Cone’s historical study of King and Malcolm X as his own exploration of
public significance. In the fourth section, I will take on Cone’s agenda to
recover the fragmented voiceless voices of the lynched and murdered African
Americans in his Black Theology as an important contribution to public
philosophy.

1. Fragmented Authentic Experience

James H. Cone is still intellectually, academically and educationally
very active some forty years after his publications of the Black Theology of
Liberation.” In his recent publication entitled The Cross and the Lynching
Tree (2011), Cone tries to interpret the symbolic resemblance and resonance
between the Cross of Christ and the lynching tree of murdered African
Americans. Cone explains that he had noticed this for a long time, yet could
not take it up in public until this book. In it, Cone certainly exposes the dark
side of democracy and modernity in America and deconstructs them. As
a scholarly project, by referring to Mircea Eliade, a historian of religions,7
at the beginning and the end, Cone tries to broaden his interpretive stance
a little bit beyond the Christian theological circle. To open the issue, he
chose to pay attention to the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement, and
the lynching and murder of the fourteen-year-old boy Emmett Till which
recent scholarship has focused on. Cone constantly reminds the African
American community of the physical, psychological and spiritual pain that
their ancestors endured. By drawing readers’ attention to the victims of white
supremacists, Cone tries to give voices to these voiceless and marginalized
victims.

When Cone wrote his Black Theology and Black Power (1969) and Black
Theology of Liberation (1979), he was still living in the atmosphere of the
aftermath of the Civil Rights Movement. I would like to pay closer attention
to Cone’s emphasis upon the historical particularity of the experiential
quality of black suffering in American society. Clearly Cone thinks and
writes his Black Theology of Liberation by reflecting on his own experiences
and emotions and on his dialogue with Malcolm X and Martin Luther King.
Following Taylor’s arguments concerning the age of authenticity in the
1960s, Cone’s theological writings are a sort of intellectual expression of his
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“authentic experience” of being black in a secular age.8 That is, his historical
and social experience rooted in the Civil Rights Movement enables him to
attempt to recover the experiential dimension of those black victims whose
suffering and pain were inflicted by white prejudice and violence.

Through participating in that historical movement, Cone “was
transformed from a Negro theologian to a black theologian, from an
understanding of theology as an analysis of God-ideas in books to an
understanding of it as a disciplined reflection about God arising out of a
commitment to the practice of justice to the poor. The turn to blackness was
an even deeper conversion-experience than the turn to Jesus.” Here, in my
view, he means that the views of a “Negro” theologian are subordinated to the
theological views of “white” theologians, while a “black” theologian is free
from such a colonial intellectual restriction and only the “black” theologian
can proudly find the positive qualities in being a “black” person in America,
as Malcolm X advocated. Since Cone was raised as a Christian, his turn to
blackness, stimulated by Malcolm X who was not a Christian, was a sort of
“twice-born” experience, to borrowing a phrase from William James. His
new identity as a black was born, and Black Theology came into being, too.

Malcolm gave black theology its black identity, putting blackness at the
center of who we were created to be."’

Blackness that created a new social identity also brought a new impetus into
Christian theology. “The distinctiveness of black theology is the bringing
together of Martin and Malcolm—their ideas about Christianity and justice
and blackness and self. Neither Martin nor Malcolm sought to do that.”"
In Cone’s view, it is a sheer historical fact that being a Christian could not
be an excuse for African Americans to be exempted from being the object of
white supremacist violence. Having a different color of skin from white is
the reason African Americans become targets of white violence. Therefore,
overturning the negative value attached to the color of the skin is a more
significant experience for Cone. In Malcolm, Cone found a strength and
power that could be attributed to Malcolm’s being a Muslim, yet did not
examine it more deeply. It is possible to say that because Malcolm was a
Muslim, he could overturn the negative value of the color of skin and then
give a positive significance to the color black. Furthermore, my reading of
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Cone’s writings shows he admits that he himself did not suffer direct physical
violence by white people. It seems that his admission of this lack of direct
experience of being physically struck by whites and his attempt to recover
the meanings of being a victimized black demands that Cone emphasize the
authentic quality of black experience as a tool in his interpretative approach.

Precisely here lies the reason why Cone’s writings should be read
in a contemporary intellectual and scholarly context. While I agree with
Cone that there are still racist elements in American society, everywhere
in American society African American people have made remarkable
advancements. Through the latter half of the twentieth century, American
society has also become a more multi-ethnic and multi-faith society. As
Diana Eck’s book shows,' the American context of religious and theological
imagination has become more diverse. American society cannot be discussed
any longer in terms of the dualistic framework of black verses white. And
for many African Americans, their lives could be regarded as being those of
the post-Civil Rights Movement. Some have become very wealthy and some
have become leaders in various areas of American society.

Nevertheless, why does Cone continue to raise the issue of the suffering
and pain of African Americans?

In 1998, Cone writes,

What deepens my anger today is the appalling silence of white
theologians on racism in the United States and the modern world.
Whereas this silence has been partly broken in several secular
disciplines, theology remains virtually mute."”

Again in 2000, Cone writes with frustration:

I have been writing about this silence for 30 years but White theologians
still refuse to talk about White supremacy as a theological problem.

While Cone shows his frustration over white theologians’ refusal to be
engaged in theological and intellectual conversations with black theologians,
Kuribayashi Teruo, a Japanese theologian with a similar theological concern
about discriminated minorities, writes that when Cone says that “God is
Black,” white theologians laugh and remain silent."* Whatever the reasons
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are, it seems to Cone that white American theologians have not succeeded
in incorporating the voices of the Black Theology of Liberation. This may
be one reason why Cone feels it necessary to continue to write in a similar
manner. If so, then, Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation has two aims: one
is to establish a genre of Black Theology within theological circles, and the
other is to make white theologians engage in converse with black theologians
over the tragedy of African Americans and examine the issue of white
supremacy.15 Cone has accomplished the first aim, but not the second.

If T follow Cone’s argument, it might be possible to note that the reason
why white theologians don’t take the tragedy and suffering of black people at
the hands of white supremacists is that Christian theology had been perceived
and constructed from the viewpoint of the winner and suppressor, resulting
in a speculative, idealistic and unreal theology, something apart from human
reality. White European theologians have also identified themselves with
the winner. In this context, Anthony B. Bradley’s criticism of Cone over
his emphasis on victimology can be seen as one thread of Black Theology
moving apart from the historical experience of African Americans toward a
more speculative European style of theological thinking.]6

It is also possible to say that Bradley’s theological thinking rather
reflects an emerging new black reality, that is, many of blacks have become
successful and wealthy. The same Civil Rights Movement that bore Black
Theology eventually brought the Black Megachurch into being. Black
Megachurches are far from being poor. They are prosperous, wealthy,
extravagant and populous, offering various kinds of social services to the
needy and poor like their white equivalents. As Tamelyn N. Tucker-Worgs
explores in her The Black Megachurch: Theology, Gender, and the Politics
of Public Engagement (2011), the social reality of black Christian churches
has gone farther than the Black Theology of Liberation. She focuses on the
social services provided by members of Black Megachurches, and finds there
is no longer any difference between the black church and white church in
term of size and finances.

Here, it is possible to note an ironical situation for Cone’s Black
Theology of Liberation, being trapped between white theologians ignoring
his call to include the black experience in theological constructions and the
wealthy black church’s search for a new black identity. In emphasizing
Marxist criticism of social oppression, Cone should be happy to see the
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upward mobility of these black churches. Yet, the more the black church
moves toward a higher social status, the more their social experiences become
separated from the historical experiences of their African American ancestors
who suffered enslavement. Therefore, in this context, it is important to
notice that in occupying a transitory location, Cone constantly reminds Black
people of the core of the collective memory of African American identity
and attempts to recover the human totality from the unvoiced fragmented
experiences of the lynched and murdered black ancestors.

Precisely because of his aim to secure and recover these voiceless voices,
he is close to what Nancy Fraser calls the “subaltern counterpublics” in the
public sphere.17 I think it is necessary to regard Cone’s Black Theology of
Liberation as public philosophy to be communicated in the public sphere in
the sense of Habermas,18 and to be read by both white theologians and black
theologians. Racist violence against the invisible is certainly a public issue,
so theological attempts to rescue the shattered meaning of being a person
could be public, too. In this regard, we can note his intellectual resonance
with Spivak’s concerns about the underprivileged in the South in the
inequalities of globalism. She writes:

What I was concerned about was that even when one uttered, one
was constructed by a certain kind of psychobiography, so that the
utterance itself—this is another side of the argument—would have to be
interpreted in the way in which we historically interpret anything.19

Utterance and talk are to be interpreted as something meaningful, otherwise
they remain as mere representation without making sense. Recovering
and bringing out the public significance of the unheard voiceless suffering
inflicted by hegemonic power and violence is an important intellectual
endeavor for the sake of promoting public awareness and public philosophy.
Cone asks how public philosophical discourse can become possible when it
does not attempt to recognize these suppressed and enslaved victims. It is
of more public importance than anything else, given that white aggression
against African Americans based on racial categories is still a social
problem in America. Violence and racism by whites against blacks is a real
philosophical public issue, even though Cone writes about the issue in strong
theological language.
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2. Emergence of the Black Theology of Liberation:
Exploring Public Significance

Reading Cone’s writings makes the reader aware that they are a sort of
response to the social and religious transformations underlying the academic
study of theology. This is especially true of the early trilogy Black Theology
& Black Power (1969), A Black Theology of Liberation (1970), and God of
the Oppressed (1975). Through this Black Theology of Liberation trilogy,
with one book on spirituals and blues, Cone establishes and explores an
independent genre of the academic study of Black Theology and has become
its pioneering figure. As Cone himself explains on many occasions, Malcolm
X and Martin L. King, who were activists, orators and thinkers, were his
intellectual and theological bases in attempting to ponder and construct the
Black Theology of Liberation.

In the academic field of theology, Cone felt frustrated with American
theologians’ blind reliance on White European theology, which could not
incorporate the history and experience of black people. Cone argues that an
American theology needs to originate in American experience, especially
from the experience of black people, which could be said to be fragmented
due to historical and social predicaments. This emotional and intellectual
urge led to the publication of the Black Theology of Liberation series.

Interestingly, his first book was hailed as an intellectual declaration
of independence by Black Theology from White Theology, yet was also
criticized by his black and female colleagues for his unsatisfying references
to African American history and experience and women’s issues. Cone
responded to them and revised and rearticulated his view of the Black
Theology of Liberation. Therefore, his Black Theology of Liberation is not
only a reflection of his own intellectual development, but also that of the
black intellectual and Christian communities.

Below, I will examine the intellectual and historical process behind
Cone’s theological sophistication as a basis for understanding his Black
Theology as public philosophy.

The first book entitled Black Theology & Black Power is Cone’s
declaration of theological independence from what he calls White Christian
theology, which he criticizes for being an element in racism, oppression,
and domination, basing his claims on the concept of Black Power. “Black
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power, in short, is an attitude, an inward affirmation of the essential worth
of blackness.” “Instead, in order for the oppressed blacks to regain their
identity, they must affirm the very characteristic which the oppressor
ridicules—blackness.””' With this structural reversal of the value attached
to blackness, Cone attempts to release black theologians and black ministers
from the reign of White Theology.

Historically speaking, Christianity was conveyed to black people
through white oppressors who demanded that they reject their concerns for
this world as well as their blackness and affirm the next world and whiteness.
The white church was the vehicle to justify this enslavement. Cone even
says that “white Christianity in America that was born in heresy.”22 With this
historical legacy of white Christianity, then, he asks if it would be possible
for wo/men to be really black and still feel any identity with the biblical
tradition. Cone answers affirmatively, saying that the goal and message of
Black Power is consistent with the gospel of Jesus Christ since, as the New
Testament shows, Christ is present among the oppressed and must be working
through the activity of Black Power. “Black theology firmly believes that
God’s revelation in Christ can be made supreme only by affirming Christ as
he is alive in black today. Black Theology is Christian theology precisely
because it has the black predicament as its point of departure.”23 In terms of
revering the relationship between the white church and black church, one of
the core arguments is that black Christians will no longer accept the terms of
the relationship defined by white racism and racial theology even in church,
and black Christians will define their own theology grounded in the black
experience of America.

Cone’s second book entitled The Black Theology of Liberation, to
borrow his own words, “represents my initial attempt to construct a new
perspective for the discipline of theology, using the Bible and the black
struggle for freedom as its chief sources.”" In the biblical narratives, Cone
identifies the essence of God’s work of salvation in liberating people from
oppressed conditions, as exemplified in “Exodus.”

Black theology is a theology of liberation because it is a theology which

arises from an identification with the oppressed blacks of America,
seeking to interpret the gospel of Jesus in the light of the black
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condition. It believes that the liberation of the black community is
God’s liberation.”

Cone offers justifiable reasons for employing the term “black” as an adjective
for theology because his theology is identified with a particular community,
that is, the black community in America. Secondly, the biblical message
that God always takes side with a particular group of people for his work of
liberation means that “the God of the oppressed takes sides with the black
cornmunity.”26 Thirdly, it is part of the risk of faith for black theologians to
get involved in making sense of the black struggle for freedom in a racist
society by intentionally choosing the issue for theology.

In emphasizing blackness in his theological discourse, he claims that
“an authentic understanding [of his book] is dependent on the blackness of
their existence in the world.””’ This strong insistence is directly related to his
listing the sources of Black Theology as followings: 1) Black experience, 2)
Black history, 3) Black culture, 4) Revelation, 5) Scripture and 6) Tradition.
There is a direct relationship between the author who is “black” and
“Christian” and the written theological discourse.

The third book of the trilogy entitled God of the Oppressed is, in Cone’s
words, part of his most developed and engaged theological work, which he
wrote by responding to several criticisms. In the preface to the 1997 edition,
he summarizes the criticisms against him from white theologians and his
fellow black theologians. Some white theologians criticize Cone for having
been too much influenced by Malcolm X and the radical black movement,
and for not sufficiently accommodating King’s moderate and integrationist
stance and for having been too subjective and selective. Against such
criticisms, Cone defends himself by acknowledging the different
hermeneutical standpoints and claiming that his reading of the Bible is closer
to King than white theologians because King and Cone are from the black
community. His fellow black theologians criticize Cone in a similar manner.
Some say that Cone did not pay enough attention to the African aspects
of black Christianity, and others say he did not give more consideration to
rational and moderate discussions of racial reconciliation. Against them,
Cone stresses that his work is an attempt to empower black people struggling
to be free from white supremacy. The last point clearly explains his
stance. The Black Theology of Liberation is a theological endeavor to offer
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empowerment to the oppressed black people by constructing a theological
justification for the black struggle for freedom.

Cone argues that the source of the Black Theology of Liberation is
the black experience not only of the church but also of history. There is no
dichotomy between the sacredness of the former and the secularity of the
latter. The latter is also sacred,

because it is created out of the same historical community as the church
experience and thus represents the people’s attempt to shape life and
live it according to their dreams and aspirations.™

Therefore, in his theological discourses, Cone employs a variety of historical
resources such as animal tales, folk tales, slave seculars, blues, and accounts
of personal experiences. These so-called secular tales and experiences are
usually not employed in theological thinking, yet in the case of the black
experience, reference to “transcendence” is hidden. And black scholars can
understand these hidden references hermeneutically. Partly, his emphasis
on historical black experience at the forefront is a hidden dimension driving
force in the first book. By responding to several criticisms from his fellow
black activists and friends, Cone consciously enumerates a series of important
events in black experience. Even though words such as Jesus, Christ, and
God do not appear in these mundane narratives, they do not necessarily
lack any “sacred” quality. In this regard, Cone also articulates the role of
a theologian, that is, “to speak the truth” and “the authentic experience of
blackness” by excavating the hidden religious meanings. In and through the
black experience to struggle for freedom and to survive under the cruelty of
white supremacists, Cone justifies his theological interpretation of the Bible
story by selecting the motif of “liberation” from bondage, and he rightfully
claims that Christ is the center of his Black Theology of Liberation.

One of the core statements of Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation
is “Jesus is black.” It could be seen as one of his counterattacks against
white theologians who are used to depicting Jesus as being white and who
developed their theology from their own experience as whites. In addition,
Cone argues that white theologians’ attitude toward black people is quite
similar to that of an oppressor in any society. In this regard, it is necessary
to remember that Jesus was a Jew, who was oppressed by the Romans and
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whose history signifies the history of their liberation by their God. Therefore,
Cone makes the following statement:

It is in the light of the cross and the resurrection of Jesus in relation to
his Jewishness that Black Theology asserts that “Jesus is black.””

Jesus suffered on the cross and black people suffered enslavement. Cone
finds the essential identification of black people’s suffering with Jesus’s cross.
But he adds that Christ’s blackness is literal and symbolic. His blackness
is literal “in the sense that he truly becomes one with the oppressed blacks,
taking their suffering as his suffering and revealing that he is found in the
history of our struggle, the story of our pain, and the rhythm of our bodies.”’
The “blackness of Christ” is a statement about “transcendent affirmation
that God has not ever, no not ever, left the oppressed along in struggle.”31
According to Hayes, who studies Cone’s theological language by referring
to Paul Ricoeur’s theory of metaphor, Cone’s statement that “‘God/Christ is
Black’ expresses clearly what is meant about metaphor,”32 and is a calculated
error. “By means of this calculated error, metaphor discloses a relationship
of meaning hitherto unnoticed between terms which were presented from
communicating by former classifications.” So the new meaning emerged.

In his first three books on Black Theology of Liberation, Cone gradually
developed his theological discourse from the very emotionally charged
declarations in Black Theology and Black Power into the more matured
theological thinking in God of the Oppressed. 1t is possible to discern how
both his emotionally charged arguments and intellectual thinking deepen.
Yet he maintains his basic conviction that Jesus is with black people.
Interestingly enough, Cone has incorporated Marxist analysis and criticism
into his theological discourse. Bradley criticizes Cone for introducing the
dichotomy of the oppressor and the oppressed, an aspect of the class struggle
in the black people’s struggle for liberty.33 He also criticizes Cone for
advocating victimology in his theological thinking. But what is important in
the Black Theology of Liberation is that under Malcolm X’s influence, Cone
succeeded in reversing the meaning and significance attached to the word
“Black” from the downgraded and negative to the upgraded and positive.
Black has become not only powerful and beautiful, but also the historical and
social locus where Christian “truth” is living. It has become the symbol of
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difference in Christian theology.

Yet the emerging new meaning of the Black Christ that is based upon
the historical and fragmented experiences of slaves and oppressed African
Americans creates intellectual tensions between white and black and between
the fragments and the whole. Slaves’ lives and oppressed African Americans’
lives are known only as fragments. These fragments are to be recovered
through imagined pain, suffering and agony which, historically speaking,
white Christianity inflicted upon African Americans. That is why Cone
requests white theologians to take into consideration these pains and white
Christians’ wrong-doing. But as Cone’s criticisms of white theologians
show, Christian theology can deal with pain and suffering caused by others,
yet cannot deal with pain and suffering caused and inflicted by those who are
the so-called “saved” themselves. In the end, Black Theology makes White
Theology and Black Theology fragmentary from each other.

3. Public Religious Implications of the Civil Rights Movement

One of the peculiar features of Black Theology is its emphasis on
referring to “black” history, which is an important source of the Black
Theology of Liberation. Yet several questions arise. Why do black
theologians pay attention only to the history of black people? It seems that
a sort of a metahistorical consciousness is functioning in justifying and
allowing this kind of scholarly attitude to the past. Is it because the “black
experience” could only be understood by black theologians? When W. E. B.
Dubois says that double consciousness is the Soul of Black Folks, it is a sort
of structure of consciousness imposed on black people by the oppressive
whites which black people had to escape. In that case, what would happen to
the structure of consciousness of black people when they are liberated? Now,
black scholars are only interested in studying and examining the history of
black people. The history of black people becomes a closed source for black
scholars to construct their theology and philosophy.

While Cone was devoted to constructing his Black Theology of
Liberation, other black scholars were engaged in studying the history of
slaves and black people. In 1973, Gayraud S. Wilmore published Black
Religion and Black Radicalism: An Interpretation of the Religious History of
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Afro-American People. Wilmore acknowledges that “Black religion began
in Africa, was mixed with European Christianity in the Caribbean and in
Latin America, and was further molded by, and recoiled from, American
evangelical Protestantism on the slave plantations of the South and among
the tiny communities of free blacks in the North.”** His view of the history
of black people points out that Christianity for the African American people
is rather a late-comer. It is acutely different from Cone’s view of the history
of black people which he would like to paint as all Christian history. It is also
pointed out that several percent of African Americans are Muslims; therefore,
painting all Black history as Christian is betraying the history of African
Americans. In the 1970s, Albert J. Raboteau’s Slave Religion: The “Invisible
Institution” in the Antebelum South was published.

For his early Black Theology, Cone was criticized for not paying
enough attention to the history of African American people. In addition, his
interpretation of the historical experience of black people is theologically
colored, which should not be necessarily denied since he is not a historian,
but a Christian theologian. And he remains a black theologian of liberation
born out of the Civil Rights Movement, as seen in his choice of studying
King and Malcolm X in his “historical” study of the Black Theology of
Liberation.

After Cone firmly established himself as a proponent of the Black
Theology of Liberation with the first three books by the middle of the
1970s, he revisited the history of the Civil Rights Movement by focusing on
Malcolm X and Martin L. King, Jr. His study of Malcolm X and King is an
extension of his own hermeneutical perspective into the historical experience
of black people as the source of his Black Theology of Liberation. At the
beginning of the book, Cone acknowledges that he spent ten years collecting
and reading materials regarding both leaders. It is a scholarly and secular
work, regarding both of them as historical figures. But his theological
perspective helped him understand both historical figures in deeper senses.
Without his theological knowledge and deep understanding of religious lives,
this study could not have reached the same historical depths.

Before I discuss his study of Martin and Malcolm, at this point, it might
be possible to say that there is a connection between his Martin & Malcolm
& America (1991) and his recent The Cross and the Lynching Tree. In the
former, Cone devotes himself to studying and interpreting two contrasting
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religious leaders in the Civil Rights Movement. In the latter, he gives
his attention to the lynching and murdering of black people from the late
nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth century. In the manner of
Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Speak?”35 Cone struggles to find and locate
meanings, at least of the theological kind, in the unheard voices of those who
were lynched, murdered, and subordinated into becoming negated unsubjects,
though there is a big difference between the two. In the case of Spivak, she
takes up the case of Sati, the Hindu self-immolation by widows, while Cone
takes up cases of innocent victims of racist violence. If Spivak’s writings
can be read broadly, Cone’s “theological” writings can also be read without
requiring any “religious” agreement.

Cone opens The Cross and the Lynching Tree by writing about the
lynching of fourteen-year-old Emmett Louis “Bo” Till from Chicago in
Mississippi in 1955 as the major historical tragedy that spurred the beginning
of Black resistance that developed into the Civil Rights Movement.” “Only
three months after the Till lynching, Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat
on a city bus in Montgomery, and a ‘New Negro’ was born.””” Here Cone is
reflecting recent scholarly developments. For example, Christopher Metress
who edited The Lynching of Emmet Till: A Documentary Narrative (2002),
writes in his introduction, “When the producers of the documentary Eyes on
the Prize had to select an event to mark the beginning of the movement, they
chose not Rosa Parks’s protest but, tellingly, Emmett Till’s murder.”” In
her Emmett Till: The Sacrificial Lamb of the Civil Rights Movement (2006),
Clenora Hudson-Weems argues that the death of Emmett Till is the real
beginning of the Civil Rights Movement.” It was certainly a butterfly effect.

While it is difficult even for Cone to find any theological meaning
directly in the lynching and murder of Till, he writes about his mother Mrs.
Bradley’s deep religious experience:

She spoke about a strange experience, a voice that said to her: “Mamie,
it was ordained from the beginning of time that Emmett Louis Till
would die a violent death. You should be grateful to be the mother of
a boy who died blameless like Christ. Bo Till will never be forgotten.

There is a job for you to do now.”"

What was the turning point was Emmet’s mother’s demand that his body be
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brought back to Chicago and that the sealed casket be opened for a three-day
viewing, exposing “his battered and bloated corpse” so that “everybody can
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see what they did to my boy.”” Emmet could not speak, yet his corpse spoke
more clearly so that those who saw the sign could hear the message. After
Cone discusses her faith a little bit, without going into a discussion of the
subsequent media coverage and the court case, he shifts quickly to Martin L.
King’s theological views on bearing the cross and to his usual attack on white
theologians of the time, especially Reinhold Niebuhr.

In his reconstruction of the case of Emmet Till, Cone tries to give a voice
to the voiceless Till in recovering his humanity by focusing on his mother’s
grief and on theological relief. Through his mother’s grieving voice, he tries
to hear the unheard suffering and agony uttered by Till. His mother chose
to expose his brutally lynched body to the eyes of African Americans in
Chicago. Till’s lynched and murdered body speaks.

Cone, then, tries to locate the tragedy of Till in the history of the
widespread lynching and murdering of black men and women by white
supremacists in the South. “Strange Fruit,” an image of the hanging bodies
of lynched and murdered black people, poses critical questions about the
“truth” of the white religion in the South.” Cone describes the bravery and
suffering of these innocent black people and acknowledges that the Christian
faith could not save them. Then, he asks:

What is the meaning of this unspeakable black suffering—suffering so
deep, so painful and enduring that words cannot even begin to describe
it?

As Cone writes, many African American people say to themselves, “It could
have been me.” He attempts to explore a theologically reasonable way of
finding some segments of meaning in such a random, meaningless and dark
death, and concludes that only faith can help them to endure the tremendous
dark depth of being “Negro.”

Within this historical and theological context, then, the Civil Rights
Movement began. In Martin & Malcolm & America, Cone traces the process
and development of these two leaders. While tracing their lives from the
early stages and analyzing the social and economic conditions in which their
personalities were shaped, Cone juxtaposes King’s Dream for America and

19



James H. Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation as Post-Modern Public Philosophy

Malcolm’s America as Nightmare, King’s integrationist and Malcolm’s black
nationalist views, and King’s Christianity and Malcolm’s Islam. Cone writes:

Martin’s and Malcolm’s movement toward each other is a clue that
neither one can be fully understood or appreciated without serious
attention to the other. They complemented and corrected each other;
each spoke a truth about America that cannot be fully comprehended
without the insights of the other. Indeed, if Americans of all races
intend to create a just and peaceful future, then they must listen to both
Martin and Malcolm.”

Cone attempts to incorporate the two black leaders, who are often regarded
as two extreme opposites, who avoided each other and never crossed each
other in their lives, by means of this creative hermeneutics, into his own
perspective. While Cone is a Protestant minister influenced heavily by
Martin L. King, his harsh critical stance against white theologians reminds
the reader more of Malcolm X than of King. This is interesting because
Malcolm was a Muslim who criticized Christianity as the white man’s false
religion. Cone accepts this seemingly radical stance against white Christian
society. Though Cone himself consciously claims to be following King’s
Christian theology, he appears to refuse to be integrated into its society in
his writings by emphasizing the significance of Malcolm X. Cone attempted
to locate and contextualize both King and Malcolm in historical and social
America, and to incorporate both King’s Dream and Malcolm’s Nightmare,
two contrasting and opposing views, into the hermeneutical base of his Black
Theology of Liberation.

Since the historical experience of Africans and African Americans
as being slaves and oppressed and segregated is the basis on which Cone
constructs the core perspectives of his Black Theology of Liberation, it is a
reasonable move for him to re-experience the histories of Malcolm X and
Martin L. King as a hermeneutical and theological exercise. As we read his
books, at the beginning Cone argues that racism is the core problem, and
then gradually recognizes the class problem, noticing a sort of Marxist class
struggle. After he himself was criticized for not paying enough attention to
feminism’s claims that women were oppressed by men, especially that black
women were treated negatively by black men and by white men and women,
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Cone tried to incorporate the feminist perspective. These points, for which
Cone was also criticized, were taken up in his reevaluation of Malcolm and
Martin.

Probably, when Cone himself incorporated both Malcolm and Martin
into his theological discourses, he noticed that closer to their final years both
King and Malcolm X were getting closer to each other. Especially, after
Malcolm X was assassinated, King became much closer to him.

He [King] made a similar observation in a Los Angeles news conference
immediately following Malcolm’s assassination: “I think it is even more
unfortunate that this great tragedy occurred at a time when Malcolm
was reevaluating his own philosophical presuppositions and moving
toward a greater understanding of the nonviolent movement and toward
more tolerance of white people generally.”44

King acknowledges that Malcolm was accepting his philosophy of non-
violence. Interestingly, King himself was accepting Malcolm X’s philosophy.

He [King] too was re-evaluating his presuppositions and was moving
toward a greater understanding of Malcolm, especially regarding black
pride, separatism, and white America’s lack of commitment to genuine
black equality. He began to urge blacks to be proud of their “blackness,”
a word he almost never used publicly before he turned his attention to
the North."”

The converging histories of King and Malcolm X gave a new reason for Cone
to bring them together. They were quite different but in some ways quite
similar. Dream became Nightmare and Nightmare became Dream. Then,
tragically, both of them were assassinated.

4. Black Theology of Liberation as Public Philosophy

Cone’s intellectual influence can be discerned in many places in Black
Theology. For example, he is ubiquitous not as a contributing author but by
being referred to by most of the contributing authors in The Oxford Handbook
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of African American Theology published in 2014. His insights have been well
received by his black colleagues. In an article entitled “Humanity in African
American Theology,” J. Kameron Carter writes that Cone set the terms of
discussion for African American theological anthropology, by inquiring
“into the meaning of the human using the tools of Christian theology” on
the one hand, and bringing “a disciplinary inquiry into conversation with
the 1960s and 1970s Black Power movement.”* Carter argues that Cone’s
interest in the human condition started with his dissertation on the doctrine
of man in Karl Barth’s theology. According to Carter, Cone was forging “an
appositional relationship to theology itself in order to conceive and reframe
the task of theology itself under conditions of civil rights, Black Power, and
decolonization efforts around the world.””’

Yet, despite Cone’s intellectual contributions to the growth of Black
Theology, his theological proclamations seem to be not necessarily well
received by white theologians, as we have already seen. In 2009, Ryan P.
Cummings says:

Black theologians have forcefully articulated the role which their
experiences and insights as blacks must play in their theology and have
demanded attention to these experiences and insights from their white
counterparts. This challenge, however, has not been met by most white
theologians.48

It is possible to ask why white theologians could not respond positively
to the development of Black Theology. Precisely because white Christian
theologians regard racial issues only as social, but not as theological and
religious, they do not feel any necessity or any responsibility to incorporate
the perspective and issues of Black Theology into White Theology. Or,
as Cumming speculates, the reason why most white theologians neglect
Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation is that they regard Cone’s theological
scholarship as not counting as scholarship at all, but more like a sort of
rhetoric in response to social evils. If that is the case, probably white
theologians did not understand his Black Theology of Liberation as a part
of public philosophy. Many white theologians could not treat their own
theology as a part of public discourse.

With this intellectual context in mind, then, it is understandable why
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Cone wrote The Cross and the Lynching Tree (2010), where he writes that
innocent black people were lynched and murdered by whites just because
their skin was black. The color of the skin could be the only reason for
African Americans to have been lynched and murdered. Yet contemporary
white theologians failed to take into consideration the case of the murder
of Emmett Till in their theological thinking, and today’s white theologians
continue to fail to do so. Especially, Cone targets Reinhold Niebuhr. Cone’s
criticism of Niebuhr stands in stark contrast to Cornel West’s examination of
Niebuhr in his American Pragmatism. West’s argument about Niebuhr lacks
Cone’s harsh criticism of white theologians.

Since Cone has framed his Black Theology of Liberation within the
experiential and epistemological frame of black experience, that exact
linguistic frame appears to restrict and control who can participate in its
argument. It is all about being black as Cone frames it, and therefore white
theologians could not come nearer to it. Within his clear-cut theological
structure, Christian liberation is only found among black suffering and
any white claims for Christian truth are decisively false. Furthermore,
Cone’s theological hermeneutics does not start with a universal and un-
experiential concept of Christ’s salvation, but with a peculiar and experiential
embodiment of black history. Therefore, there is no room for any white
theologian to participate in this conversation. How could Cone expect white
theologians to participate in communicating with the Black Theology of
Liberation while he accuses white theologians of being false and untrue? It
seems to me that it is necessary to reframe Cone’s argument into a different
and broader intellectual scheme, that is, into a public philosophy.

From this predicament that Black Theology faces, a few issues emerge.
As David Tracy argues, in the polycentric world of the post-modern secular
age, everything could become fragmentary in multicultural situations.
Black experience is also partial and fragmentary. As Tracy points out,
African American thought has led the way to recover a repressed intense,
saturated and fragmentary religious form, the intense form of black religion,
recorded in the historic records of the slave songs.49 In this regard, it is
not possible to say that only the Black Theology of Liberation is the true
Christianity as Cone fervently argues. Cone needs to accept that the Black
Theology of Liberation is also fragmentary. Then, secondly, Cone needs to
accept that white Christians were also truly Christians, as black Christians
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are truly Christians, though he might not be able to accept the historical
facts that Christian slave owners enslaved Africans, treated them cruelly,
and white Christians murdered and lynched black people. Thirdly, as the
Black Megachurches show, some black ministers and other black leaders
are wealthy and prosperous. Their social and religious experiences are
worth examination. Suffering and pain are no longer the only meaningful
experience for Black people.

Yet, in my reading of Cone, his hermeneutics could be located in the
broader public philosophy beyond the inner-circle of Christian Theology
since he attempts to listen to and recover the unheard voiceless voices of
those whose lives perished in agonies and meaninglessness. For those
violently fragmented lives, Cone tries to seek some soteriological possibility.
I am afraid that mere philosophy could not reach the same dimension. Yet,
in post-modern and secular polycentric societies, all claims to truth are
fragmentary and authentic. Even so-called public philosophy is fragmentary
and authentic. In this reinterpreted framework, it is possible to treat Cone’s
Black Theology of Liberation as public philosophy, because, especially,
for the oppressed and underprivileged people, theological and religious
language could be the only source of meaning, not political and philosophical
language. Within this framework, not only white theologians but also other
non-Black and non-Christian scholars would be able to read his Black
Theology of Liberation as public philosophy.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have tried to examine James H. Cone’s Black Theology
of Liberation as a part of the post-modern and multicultural self-seeking
of authentic experience and to show that it is important to read it as public
philosophy. It is still important to read Cone’s writings because he bases
his theological discourse on recovering the voiceless voices of the enslaved,
targeted and lynched African Americans and on his experiential dimension
of being a black in post-modern and secular America. By examining the
emergence of the Black Theology of Liberation, I have tried to explore its
public implications. In the third section, I took up Cone’s historical study
of King and Malcolm X, which shows his basic historical hermeneutics of
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Black Theology. Finally, I argued that it is necessary to read Cone’s Black
Theology as public philosophy so that both white intellectuals and non-
black scholars can see that his intellectual work is worthy of engagement in
constructing public philosophy.

Since Cone’s writings are mainly theological and philosophical, they
appear to be narrowly appropriated. Yet he has been engaged in dealing
with the history of African Americans theologically and publically.
Cone’s theological insights into the fragmented experiences of slaves and
African Americans who were lynched and murdered would help non-
black intellectuals pay serious attention to his attempts to recover their
human totality. It is possible to read Cone’s theological writings as public
philosophy in order to gain a deeper understanding of American religious
history.
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