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African American print culture has been integral to creating and 

preserving African American history (Foster 715). Regarded as the first African 

American ethnology, Robert Benjamin Lewis’ 1844 Light and Truth; collected from 

the Bible and Ancient And Modern History, Containing the Universal History of the 

Colored and Indian Race From the Creation of the World to the Present Time acts as a 

guiding piece of print culture. By definition, an ethnology is “the systematic 

study and description of peoples, societies, and cultures,” thus creating an 

expectation of the book to tell the story of the “Colored and Indian” races 

(oed.org). Lewis writes a story of the universe’s creation and history, highlights 

nineteenth century African Americans of influence, and ends in praising Haiti’s 

recent revolution. This paper will utilize Lewis’ book as well as African American 

ephemera to explore the coverage of connections between African and Native 

American experiences in the nineteenth century. Looking through the cultural 

lenses of race and theology, the coverage of Afro-Native American issues came to 

fruition as a result of the historical widespread dislocation and oppression both 

peoples faced in the Americas. While Afro-Protestantism is “virtually 

synonymous” with early African American print culture, the religious movement 

of ethiopianism is a crucial aspect in the larger picture of nineteenth century 

African American theology (Foster 715). Expanding past Lewis’ ethnology, I will 

look at African American print depictions of the “Indian race” in the context of 

historical moments such as the Indian Removal Act and the Antebellum Period. 

In these moments, African and Native Americans historically display solidarity 

as oppressed peoples. The print culture, political, and religious contexts 

surrounding Light and Truth influenced Lewis’ decisions regarding its 

composition. We see these contexts influencing Lewis’ choices in Lewis 

combatting racism through his biographical background and portraiture, the 
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inclusion of a positive Afro-Native revolution, and the interposition of Native 

Americans in his re-envisioning of Biblical history. Throughout the book, Lewis 

combats notions of white superiority, authoring a history of civilization in which 

African and Native peoples form the core of what makes people civil. Though 

Lewis wrongly appropriates Native history at times, his ethnology best 

represents a unique vision of solidarity between two marginalized groups in it 

discussion of Afro-Native people in the United States and Haiti. Though 

groundbreaking in its depiction of Afro-Native kinship, Light and Truth also 

exemplifies patterns in nineteenth century print culture. 

CONTEXT OF PRINT CULTURE: AUTHORSHIP, PUBLICATION, 

READERSHIP

Authorship Context

Lewis’ mixed heritage likely played a part in how he wrote on the Afro-

Native alliances we see in Light and Truth. Robert Benjamin Lewis was born to a 

Native American woman and African-French man. Apart from knowing his 

family was poor, little is known about his younger years. Because he was raised 

by a Native woman, we can guess the plight of Native American peoples could 

have been equally present in his life alongside the discrimination of Black people 

inherited from his father. Growing up and living in Maine, Lewis spent the 

majority of his life in northern New England, traveling as far as Boston to peddle 

his copies of Light and Truth in the 1830s and 40s. When Lewis was not selling his 

books, he was a jack of all trades, working as a painter, cook, and inventor 

(Ernest 2002).

Aside from these biographical facts, Lewis remained outside of organized 

political or religious communities, leaving us little information to study about 
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Lewis’ adult life. Like many of his African American writing contemporaries, 

Lewis was not formally educated, so there is no record of where Lewis obtained 

his knowledge for Light and Truth. However, Lewis was affiliated with the Maine 

Missionary Society, where Lewis most likely had access to biblical and historical 

sources (Rusert 79). These social and communal relationships were essential to 

writers such as Lewis in order to cultivate knowledge and obtain an education 

outside of an institution.

Context of Print Culture

Intellectual relationships in the African American print community were 

essential to the success of a work; the lack of Lewis’ participation in these 

organized communities impacted the popularity of his ethnology. Light and Truth 

was first published as four separate pamphlets, and was finally published as a 

book in 1836 (Hughes-Warrington 107). When Benjamin Franklin Roberts picked 

up the printing rights to Light and Truth in 1844, Lewis expanded his ethnology 

from one hundred and sixty-seven pages to four hundred pages. This version, 

noted as being “published by a committee of colored gentlemen,” is the edition 

most widely accessible today (Lewis i). The publishing information on this page 

reveals to us that this version of Light and Truth is the “first known book 

produced entirely by African Americans, from its author to editors to its printers 

and subscription agents” (Rusert 79). Light and Truth’s status as the first entirely 

African American produced book cements the importance of Lewis’ ethnology in 

the history of African American print culture. 

Rather than selling his pamphlets at religious and political conventions 

and garnering committee support, Lewis chose to sell Light and Truth door-to-

door across New England. Many scholars cite this choice as a reason why Lewis 
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didn’t have long term, large-scale sales (Hughes-Warrington 129). This 

hypothesis makes sense when we consider the importance of African American 

abolitionist, religious, and political committees in the promotion and sharing of 

print materials in this time. A trend in African American print culture saw 

writers directly responding to each other—or even to white media—through 

newspapers and pamphlets. African Americans were “excluded from formal 

participation in the affairs of state,” so they founded and maintained 

“independent forums in voluntary associations and in print to engage with the 

events and debates of the day, fashion their own identities, and contribute to the 

making of public opinion” (Gross and Kelley, An Age of Print). This will be 

discussed in-depth later on in the paper when I look at a review of Light and Truth 

from one of his contemporaries.

Following a larger trend in nineteenth century African American print 

culture, Lewis’ goal in writing Light and Truth was to educate his readership and 

combat the rampant racism in America. Lewis notes that his publication of this 

universal history is his attempt to “remove the prejudices from whites against the 

Colored and Indian people in the United States” (Frederick Douglass Paper 13 May 

1853 qtd. In Hughes-Warrington). In this same article from the Frederick Douglass 

Paper, Lewis attempts to crowd source funding to support the writing of a future 

work that would build off of Light and Truth and delve more into cultural 

traditions such as dress and rituals. It is unknown if this appeal in the 1853 paper 

resulted in any funds for Lewis, as he died before publishing anything else—

making Light and Truth his only published piece (Hughes-Warrington 107). 

Ethnologies were common forms of literature to combat racial discrimination 

and discuss race in the nineteenth century because they documented non-white 

histories and cultures (Stutz 48). Lewis’ attempt to write an Afro-centric history, 
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though with its problems, was innovative in its role as the first ethnology that 

depicted People of Color in a positive light. 

Criticism

Lewis’ work did not go uncriticized, both by his contemporaries and later 

historians. Light and Truth received criticism in its time from Lewis’ 

contemporaries, such as Martin Delany. In Delany’s The Condition, Elevation, 

Emigration, and Destiny of African Americans in the United States and Official Report 

of the Niger Valley Exploring Party, he argues Lewis’ work is not a step towards 

progress, but rather “a compilation of selected portions of . . . other ancient 

histories; added to which, is a tissue of historical absurdities and literary 

blunders, shamefully palpable” (Delany 38). Delany goes as far as to criticize the 

publishers who print Lewis’ Light and Truth, citing it as a piece only printed to 

make money, and a danger to the very audience Lewis argues he wants to help 

and educate (Delany 38). I would argue that the conviction displayed by Lewis 

throughout the book disproves this argument of publication solely for profit, 

with Lewis repeatedly referring to his desire to shed light on the truths of history. 

Close to two centuries after the 1844 publication of Light and Truth, historian John 

Ernest mirrored general criticisms from Lewis’ contemporaries, arguing that 

“while one can admire Lewis’ attempt to construct an Afrocentric vision of 

history, one can only regret that he includes . . . seemingly wild and unsupported 

interpretations of the Bible and of history” (Ernest 105). 

Delany, a dedicated African American activist and supporter of emigration 

back to Africa, zeroes in on a writing style utilized in other African American 

works from the time, one that qualified African American intelligence with 

references to classic European literature. While Lewis’ interpretations of the Bible 
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and historical occurrences seemed more based in his own beliefs than the 

historical accounts, I must take issue with Delany’s criticism of Lewis’ ethnology 

being a compilation of previous authors’ works. Delany’s criticism seems 

unnecessarily harsh when we consider well received African American authors 

who used the same tactics, such as Phyllis Wheatley--a poet Delany admired. We 

see a similar trend in works from writers such as Phyllis Wheatley, with her 

writing in the classically-inspired style. This is the same style Delany condemns 

Lewis for. Using her own compilation of previous poets before her, and Greek 

and Roman references, Wheatley composes strong pieces still applauded today. 

Lewis also cites classical sources such as Polybius, Herodotus, and Sallust to 

bolster his writing and add a certain credibility to it in the eyes of educated 

audiences. This infusion of ancient texts and previously published, reputable 

sources was a common way in the nineteenth century to assure readers of the 

credibility of one’s work and knowledge. While Lewis and Wheatley cannot be 

directly compared, I do see a relation and wonder how Delany can condemn one 

author for depending on previous writings yet not another. 

I am more persuaded by Delany’s criticism that Lewis’ work simply 

inverts white-centric tellings of history. In Lewis’ attempt to combat the historic 

and scientific attempts to erase African intelligence and culture, Lewis instead 

overextends the reality of historical Black men’s greatness and becomes as bad as 

the eurocentric ethnologies before him (Rusert 80). I say this with the theory of 

two wrongs not making a right in mind, especially when Lewis’ arguments are 

just as unsubstantiated as the white ethnologists he is trying to combat. To 

further play devil’s advocate, it may be unreasonable to judge Lewis’ or other 

authors’ historical approach from a contemporary lens, especially since before 

the twentieth century, history was not the structured scholarly field we know 
———————————————————————————————————————
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today, but rather “the avocation of gentlemen” (Orrells et al. 30). Simply, histories 

in many of these earlier ethnologies should not be criticized as historical, factual 

analyses because until recently, history was much more a philosophical exercise 

of thought for educated men than rigorous event chronicling and fact checking. 

The fact that history as a field did not have the same standards and restrictions it 

does today weakens critics of Lewis’ lack of adherence to historical ‘facts’.

Portraiture in African American Print Culture Combats Racism

A significant aspect of print culture is the imagery involved in published 

pieces, especially that of the frontispieces—they are the first thing people see, 

and live on to evoke the work’s meaning, and often, the author. Only the 1849 

Boston edition of Lewis’ Light and Truth features a frontispiece. This illustration 

depicts an unidentified, headdress-wearing Native American man with a bow 

and a plant, one in each hand (see figure 1). While it is unknown as to why this 

particular edition features the illustration, it could be conjectured that its 

inclusion was a choice made to market the piece as a more significantly Native 

American-based work. Due to a lack of access to the document, I cannot theorize 

as to why there would be a shift to a Native American-focused book from an 

African American-authored history. 

Looking past the printed word, visuals are crucial to the understanding of 

a text in terms of its place in print culture. As a book about ethnology, and 

grounded in the author’s own heritage, it would make sense that Lewis would 

utilize his own image in marketing and selling his book. Cost could be one 

explanation for why Lewis’ portrait was left out of Light and Truth, especially if 

the alternative was choosing to sell these trading card portraits along with copies 

of Light and Truth, which would increase profits for everyone involved in the 
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publication of the work. This theory, however, does not account for the fact that 

when it was possible and profitable to include an image, one of an unknown 

Native American was chosen for what is widely regarded as the first African 

American ethnology. 

Interestingly, Lewis had a lithograph of himself made in the early 1830s, 

before any versions of Light and Truth were published. This means that Lewis and 

his future publishers could have included his figure as the frontispiece. Lewis is 

elegantly dressed in the image, looking every bit the sophisticated gentleman in 

white standards (see figure 2). The caption below indicates Lewis simply as 

“Indian, Ethiopian, & European” (Rusert 86). In this way, Lewis combats the 

common “racist caricaturing of African Americans” popular in the white media 

of the time through the dissemination of his image (Rusert 84). The belief that 

white people were biologically superior was not a phenomenon only in academic 

circles through anatomy books and published ethnologies, it trickled down as 

“scientific” fact into public knowledge, often through caricatures of “non-white” 

races. Race-based caricatures serve to remind the modern audience how 

important the sole existence of physical images such as Lewis’ were vital to the 

resistance of these racist views. By having intelligent, sophisticated men such as 

Lewis, Frederick Douglass, and Martin Delany captured through portraits and 

the written word, these arguments of racial inferiority were combatted on 

multiple levels.

SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT

Racism in Nineteenth Century Literature

Mid-nineteenth century print culture saw white attempts to legitimize 

racial science, a field grounded in ideas of the white ‘race’ being superior to all 

other races (Rusert 81). This was more than a phenomenon seen in print culture, 
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but rather an example of print culture reflecting a larger socio-political 

movement of racist sciences. A January 5, 1842 article from the National Anti-

Slavery Standard titled “The Different Races of Men” tackled this issue and sums 

up race-based biology as when any two races are compared, “the weaker must 

either be made slaves, or on exterminate the other.” This comparison, along with 

a popular table of cranial differences in each race’s skull shape and angle, were 

taken as proof that those of African and Native descent had “less intellectual 

development” than white people (National Anti-Slavery Standard 5 January 1842). 

Despite these negative views, this article incorporated anti-slavery sentiments in 

saying that though these races were supposedly intellectually inferior, people of 

African and Native descent had the capacity to improve racially. However, since 

their exposure to civilization had been negative, they had been unable to develop 

as a race (National Anti-Slavery Standard 5 January 1842). This slightly more 

nuanced view combats the racist ideology that generally dominated white media 

of the time.

In this time, white Americans perceived themselves as superior, but below 

them existed an unfair and unsubstantiated hierarchy. Oftentimes, this meant 

that African and Native Americans were treated differently—not only in their 

daily lives, but also in terms of federal law (Easley-Houser 82). Books chronicling 

the differences and history of different races all tried to sell the idea that non-

white people were inherently different from, and less than, white people. The 

relationship between cultural history and cultural intelligence is a theme in the 

National Anti-Slavery Standard article; the white author argues that the “Indians 

and Africans, as a race” do not share “our [sic] Past; and of course never 

can” (National Anti-Slavery Standard 5 January 1842). The author is referring to the 

spiritual and cultural histories of European civilization. By creating a distinction 
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between “us” and “them,” the author is separating the white ‘race’ from the 

“othered”, but connected, races of Africans and Indians. The addendum of 

“never can be” aligns with the white belief that African and Indian races, 

biologically, would never be able to achieve the same intellect as the white ‘race’. 

Anti-slavery activists of the time pointed out the importance of people being able 

to tell their own histories, which is exactly what Lewis seeks to do in Light and 

Truth. This similar idea is observed in the National Anti-Slavery Standard in which 

one article argues that if Indians wrote about their history post-European contact, 

it “would indeed form a curious contrast to the record as it now stands. It is the 

misfortune of uncivilized nations, that their enemies are their only 

historians” (National Anti-Slavery Standard 5 January 1842). In this quote, we see 

the extreme power Lewis wields in sharing a version of universal history that 

raises the voices of his people and re-orients contemporary beliefs regarding 

People of Color.

Federal Politics

The political climate of the 1830s and 1840s may have inspired Lewis’ 

publication of Light and Truth. In 1830, the Indian Removal Act was passed, 

legislation dedicated to pushing Indian peoples westward, with the ultimate aim 

to exterminate the ‘Indian race’. This type of dislocation resonated with many 

leaders in African American communities. Notable writers such as Martin 

Delany, Phyllis Wheatley, and John Marrant, among others, concurrently 

published texts focused on the issues of colonialist white rule and the damage 

done to groups such as Native Americans (Easley-Houser 81). With his 

ethnology, Lewis was one of these writers, with Light and Truth persisting in its 

importance in the decades following its publication. Light and Truth acted as a 
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counterargument to the racist “sciences of ethnology” that were increasingly 

depended on during “anti-black and anti-Native policy debates” (Rusert 81).

Adding the to systematic destruction of the Native way of life, during this 

time period particular Native American tribes—such as the Cherokee, Choctaw, 

Seminole, and Muscogee—were codified by the United States government as 

more “civilized” than others and gave them more privileges and legitimacy that 

other tribes did not have (Easley-Houser 2). Though not the only tribal groups to 

do so, the aforementioned tribes enslaved African Americans during this time 

period. This abolitionists to criticize these tribes for being an oppressed people 

yet taking advantage of a group who also suffered under white rule (Stutz 7). 

While owning slaves garnered intense criticism, it also gave the Cherokee and 

Choctaw privileges in white society. This connection between slavery and 

civilization is one clearly observed in African American print culture about two 

decades after works such as Lewis’ and the legal institution of “civilized” versus 

non-civilized tribes. As noted in the article “The Slavery Among the Indians” in 

The National Era, a leading abolitionist newspaper, these Southern tribes obtained 

civilization because:

“the [Indian] masters [have] no pride or prejudices to keep them aloof 
from their slaves, the two races freely converse, live with, and often 
intermarry with each other, and the degree of civilization which the slaves 
have acquired from the whites they communicate to their Indian masters 
and their families. We see nothing very wonderful in this, or anything 
particularly creditable to Slavery as a civilizing institution...we have seen 
the effects in the elevation of the negro slave, at the expense of the white 
man; in the other, we have the elevation of the Indian master, at the 
expense of the negro slave” (The National Era 27 October 1859). 
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This author takes an extremely sympathetic perspective on Indian people 

enslaving African Americans. Yet, this author also implicitly argues that African 

slaves are more civilized than their masters, because it is by their civilized natures 

that the other groups are elevated. What could be a dismissal of white people 

oppressing both African and Native communities also acts as an elevation of the 

African slaves who were being further mistreated by Native tribes. Clearly, while 

there was a sense of comradery between the two oppressed groups in the face of 

the United States’ colonial power, all was not perfect in terms of the relationships 

between Native and African Americans. Tribal enslavement of Africans exposed 

a point of conflict and contention between African and Native peoples. 

African American Calls for Emigration 

Lewis stresses the kinship between African and Indian people, arguing 

that they both originated from Ethiopia. This belief reflects a larger trend in 

social-activist nineteenth century print culture that identified race as “as an 

external, environmental force” that often “[perpetuates] a race binary of white 

and non-white” (Easley-Houser 7). Lewis employs this racial binary in order to 

create solidarity on issues such as citizenship and abolition. We see this idea in 

the work of writers such as Martin Delany as well, who discussed the persisting 

connection as being grounded in the fact that those native to North America were 

enslaved by colonizers before Africans were (Delany 6).

While Lewis often conflates and clumps the sameness of Indians and 

Africans in other aspects of his ethnology, he makes sure to highlight that though 

Indians and African Americans originated as peoples from Ethiopia, their 

histories are unique to themselves. However Lewis maintains the two groups are 
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extremely similar in the eyes of the colonial powers in the United States (Rusert 

88). Specifically,

“This history of this [African American] class is well known in many states 
in this country. But in some countries a mighty contrast is visible; colored 
men enjoy every inherent attainment, free from human interference. The 
Indians in this country are also an abused people. In other countries this 
class are more happily situated” (Lewis 8).

In the beginning section of his book, Lewis touches on the fact that both African 

and Native Americans are treated unfairly in the United States, while also 

pointing out that this is not the only way to treat People of Color. By writing that 

in “some countries a mighty contrast is visible,” Lewis is foreshadowing Light 

and Truth’s positive depiction of countries such as Haiti, where African slaves, 

Native peoples, and those of mixed heritage revolted and reclaimed their country 

from France. 

Towards the end of his life, Lewis visited Haiti in hopes of finding a place 

for his family to emigrate to. This is unsurprising when we look closely at Light 

and Truth, which promotes Haiti’s slave revolution as a turning point for Africans 

in the Western hemisphere. Haiti was likely one of the countries Lewis is 

referring to above, a place where Indians and Africans are treated better. Notably, 

it is by the solidarity between Indian and African peoples that “the most horrid 

war has terminated” and how they were able to “[establish] an independent 

government, administered by a colored people” (Lewis 386). Similar to his praises 

of Egypt and Ethiopia in the beginning of his book, Lewis praises Haiti’s 

civilized government run by People of Color. While Lewis praises Haiti’s success, 

and we know he had a desire to emigrate there himself, he does not promote 

emigration to his readers. Unlike prominent authors of the time such as Mary 
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Ann Shadd and Delany, Lewis does not explicitly advocate for African 

Americans to emigrate, rather he uses the portion on Haiti in Light and Truth as a 

platform to showcase how the united front of Indians and Africans in Haiti 

enabled them to revolt and install a government run by People of Color. In this 

regard, Lewis’ work is unlike much print culture of the time, choosing to 

promote the power of Afro-Native peoples than encourage emigration.

RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS

Ethiopianism combatting racism 

Much of Lewis’ creation stories and history from Light and Truth utilize key 

concepts of ethiopianism, a prominent theology in the nineteenth century. As a 

movement,

“ethiopianism...is a literary-religious tradition [that] linked Africa to the 
ancient classical era, challenging the then prevailing idea that the continent 
had no history before the arrival of European colonizers . . . and often 
embraced black nationalist and pan-African dimensions which called for 
association with the African continent through a physical or allegorical 
"back to Africa" movement” (Adejumobi, blackpast.org).

As discussed previously, Lewis employs references to the classical era heavily 

throughout his explanation of his universal history, highlighting Greek and 

Roman sources to strengthen his argument and contextualize the historical 

events of ancient Egypt. Not only was ethiopianism a political school of thought, 

it was also deeply connected to Christianity. We see this in Lewis’ arguments that 

the original peoples of the Bible came from Ethiopia, and were thus Black. Lewis 

makes the point that Eden was located in Ethiopia because of the allusion to the 

Gihon River, arguing that "the soil of Eden was very rich, and black [sic]; it 

produced the richest fruit and trees of all the earth” (Lewis 10). By italicizing 
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“black,” Lewis is emphasizing the point that Eden and its inhabitants were Black

—not just literally with the color of the soil, but also by its location in Africa and 

Black population. In choosing to incorporate ideologies of ethiopianism in his 

ethnology, Lewis combats the idea that Africa was a cultureless place lacking a 

complex history. He is one of many African American writers who utilized 

ethiopianism to strengthen their arguments that Africa and its people were 

intelligent, civilized people with a history as long as the one whites promoted for 

themselves. According to Lewis, not only are Africa’s peoples intelligent and 

civilized, but the Christian Bible and its histories were set in Africa, and thus the 

characters were Black—the same race that much of Europe had exploited and 

objectified for centuries. It is no coincidence that at this point in time, Ethiopia 

was one of the last surviving nation-states sovereign from imperialist control in 

Africa, and was often regarded as a guiding example of a self-governing Africa.

Emigration and Ethiopianism 

As discussed thus far, a significant connection between African and Native 

Americans is the injustices they experienced at the hands of white Americans, 

especially in the mass dislocations they both faced. While the African slave trade 

seems to be the clearest example, we know the Indian Removal Act of 1930 was a 

similar move of colonization and dislocation--by pushing Native peoples out of 

the Eastern side of the United States, the United States government attempted to 

dehumanize and distance themselves from the realities of their evil toward 

Native peoples (Easley-Houser 59). Fleshing out this idea of Afro-Native 

diaspora in nineteenth century print culture, we have to incorporate the debates 

around emigration and what it meant to African Americans. While authors such 

as Mary Ann Shadd and Martin Delany famously advocated for emigration to 
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Canada and Africa, respectively, some print in the mid-to-late nineteenth century 

argues against these emigration ideologies. One such article from The Christian 

Recorder, titled “African-American Emigration” asks “if the Red man id [sic] not 

an American, who is” (The Christian Recorder 5 December 1878). This question of 

the author, Jas Jones, follows an argument that Native peoples have been pushed 

farther and farther West, taken advantage of, and hurt in similar ways as their 

African brethren (The Christian Recorder 5 December 1878). Because of this, Jones 

states that after being enslaved for almost two centuries, Africans should not give 

up and be pushed out of the country. He argues that the promotion of emigration 

is the same as the United States’ efforts to push Indians farther and farther West 

until they are out of the country. Instead, Jones believes that God is behind all 

that has happened to Africans, and because they are in America, they “will be 

represented on the American continent” in order to spread Africa’s truth and 

power (The Christian Recorder 5 December 1878). The statement of being 

represented refers to Africans being a significant influence in America’s 

population, culture, and future. This connects back to one of the core Biblical 

foundations of ethiopianism cited in Lewis’ Light and Truth; that “Ethiopia shall 

soon stretch out her hand unto God”—(Psalm lxviii.31.)” (Lewis 3). This psalm 

references the idea that descendants of Ethiopia will be spread throughout the 

world, populating and bringing God’s truth with them. In both Light and Truth 

and newspapers such as The Christian Recorder, Africans’ spiritual destiny to be 

represented in America can be seen. These examples reflect a larger theological 

and political African-centric belief of nineteenth century African print culture. 

———————————————————————————————————————
The Foundationalist Volume II, Issue I, 2019



!17

Lewis’ Native American Addendum to Ethiopianism

One of the most interesting changes Lewis made to the common ideology 

of ethiopianism is that Native Americans were one of the “lost tribes” of Israel. 

Lewis proves this by outlining the ancestry of the first children of Adam and Eve, 

with Esau as the origin of the “Red People” through the section listing Esau’s 

direct descendants of children and grandchildren (Lewis 24). Past this, Lewis has 

a section dedicated to the "arguments in favor of the native [sic] Americans being 

the descendants of Israel" (Lewis 250). Details included in this section are 

examples of “Indian pyramids [resembling] the high places of ancient Israel” and 

the fact that some “Indian words” can be traced to Hebrew origins (Lewis 250). 

The clumping of diverse Native American groups and their languages is a point 

that seems distressing to a contemporary reader, yet Lewis also does this with the 

entirety of the African continent. This corresponds with the pan-African tradition 

often seen in ethiopianism, where everyone of African descent is being advocated 

for, written about, or studied. Lewis is not concerned with the intricacies of the 

contemporary groups and differences in Native Americans, rather he is 

dedicated to asserting connecting threads between ancient peoples and those 

oppressed in America. Yet, Lewis is not the only writer of the time with these 

beliefs. Just two years before the publication of Light and Truth as a book, The 

Liberator published an article, “History of Prejudice,” which largely mirrors the 

facts and arguments Lewis sets forth about the relationship between Indians and 

their African roots. This article claims that historically, Indians as a group found 

their way to Ethiopia, “[interchanging] manners and customs with its 

people” (The Liberator 21 October 1842). As proof, the article cites similarities in 

architecture, alphabets, and ruins. Down to the examples, The Liberator’s article 

features paralleling ideas from Lewis’ book. Both works narrate a meeting 
———————————————————————————————————————

The Foundationalist Volume II, Issue I, 2019



!18

between two distinct groups melding their ways together. The only difference is 

the author from The Liberator article argues Indians traveled to Ethiopia; Lewis 

argues that as part of the first human descendants, people from Ethiopia traveled 

to the American continent.

Afro-Native Religious Characters 

Rather than an argument only based in emigration, ethiopianism 

illustrates the religious and historical tellings of diaspora. We can see this in 

Lewis’ praise of William Apes, a mixed-race activist and minister. Lewis explains 

that “in his [Apes’] history of the native tribes of Indians, he shows his talents, 

his knowledge of the Scriptures, and the wrongs inflicted on his people by the 

nation; the worth of souls, and the judgments of God that will fall upon this 

people as a nation” (Lewis 330). The widespread dislocation and spread of 

historical peoples, Lewis and Apes argue, is proof of the Ethiopianism tenets that 

Israel will largely influence the world throughout time. When Lewis points out 

Apes’ knowledge of “the wrongs inflicted on his people,” he is indicating the 

mixed-heritage they both share—Native and African Americans are “his” people. 

This new community of peoples would not have been possible without diaspora 

and its effects. The main consequences of diaspora relevant in this time can be 

boiled down to slavery, colonialism, and racism—issues both African and Native 

Americans face. Histories and sermons such as Lewis’ and Jones’ would be 

impossible without diasporic dislocation, and in a way they allow for history be 

told in a new way (Orrells 39). Moreover, these kinships, both literal and 

figurative, between African and Native populations have been considered a 

result of, in part, the losses and trauma of the Middle Passage and the dispersal 

and deprivation Native Americans faced due to European colonization (Rusert 
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89). When cultural roots are overturned in these traumatic ways, new kinship 

relationships and connections must be forged, and most likely are based in these 

shared traumas and resistance to them.

CONCLUSION

The print culture, political, and religious contexts of Light and Truth 

influence Lewis’ inclusion of Afro-Native history and kinship. Though unique in 

its take on Biblical and historical content, Light and Truth fits within the larger 

political and religious movements present in African American nineteenth 

century print culture. The Indian Removal Act of 1830 acted as premise for 

African American newspapers to advocate for fellow People of Color, portraying 

the kinship Lewis discusses in his historical telling of the humanity. Yet, the 

concurrent codification of particular Native tribes—tribes that practiced slavery

—complicate this idealized, peaceful connection Lewis asserts between African 

and Native peoples. Lewis’ portraiture and its paralleling appearance with Light 

and Truth, paired with Lewis’ praise of Afro-Native capacity for intelligent 

civilization, combat the rise of racialized science in nineteenth century 

‘mainstream’ print culture. Ethiopianism continues to be an important area of 

scholarship for academics of African American literature, with its religious 

ideologies being connected to diasporic dislocation present in Native American 

and African history. By grounding Lewis’ book in other African American-

authored works of the time featured in newspapers such as The Liberator and The 

National Era, we see the interconnected relationship between Light and Truth’s 

content and the socio-political forces influencing the ethnology. While criticized 

at times for its ability to depict accurate history, Light and Truth’s importance in 

the field of print culture lays not only in its status as the first African American 
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ethnology, but its ability to succinctly depict Afro-Native connections as a 

conduit to combat ideas of white superiority. 
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Appendix A: Figures

!

Figure 1. Frontispiece to the 1849 edition of Robert Benjamin Lewis’s Light and 

Truth. Courtesy of Rare Books, Special Collections and Preservation, University 

of Rochester River Campus Libraries.
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Figure 2. B. F. Nutting, “Robert Benjamin Lewis,” Pendleton’s Lithography, 

Boston, date unknown. Courtesy of the American Antiquarian Society.
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