
Teaching Critically About Lewis and Clark:
Uncovering the Complexities of American
History
The legendary Lewis and Clark expedition has long been celebrated as a
triumph of American exploration and westward expansion. However, a
critical examination of their journey reveals a more complex and nuanced
narrative that challenges traditional accounts. By teaching critically about
Lewis and Clark, educators can foster a deeper understanding of American
history, its impact on Native American tribes, and the environmental
consequences of westward expansion.

The Impact on Native American Tribes

The Lewis and Clark expedition had a profound impact on the Native
American tribes they encountered. The expedition introduced new
diseases, disrupted traditional trade routes, and altered the political
landscape of the region. Some tribes, such as the Mandan and Hidatsa,
welcomed the explorers and provided them with vital assistance. Others,
such as the Lakota and Cheyenne, viewed them with suspicion and
resisted their advance.
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The expedition also played a role in the eventual displacement and
dispossession of Native American tribes. The explorers' accounts of the
vast, unoccupied lands west of the Mississippi River fueled the desire for
westward expansion, which ultimately led to the forced removal of Native
Americans from their traditional homelands.

The Environmental Impact

The Lewis and Clark expedition also had a significant impact on the
environment. The explorers introduced new species of plants and animals
to the region, some of which became invasive and disrupted the delicate
balance of ecosystems. They also hunted and fished for their own
sustenance, which depleted wildlife populations.

In addition, the expedition's passage through the Rocky Mountains left a
lasting mark on the landscape. The explorers carved their names into trees,
built campfires, and disturbed the fragile alpine terrain. These actions
contributed to the degradation of the environment and diminished its
pristine beauty.

Challenging Traditional Accounts

Traditional accounts of the Lewis and Clark expedition often portray them
as heroic explorers who brought civilization to the wilderness. However, a
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critical examination of their journey reveals a more complex and nuanced
narrative. By examining the impact of their expedition on Native American
tribes and the environment, we can gain a deeper understanding of the
complexities of American history.

Teaching critically about Lewis and Clark involves challenging traditional
narratives and exploring multiple perspectives. Students should be
encouraged to consider the expedition from the perspectives of Native
Americans, environmentalists, and historians. By ng so, they can develop a
more informed and critical understanding of this important chapter in
American history.

Educational Resources

There are a number of educational resources available to help teachers
teach critically about Lewis and Clark. These resources include lesson
plans, primary source documents, and interactive simulations.

The National Council for the Social Studies offers a lesson plan on the
Lewis and Clark expedition that explores the impact of the expedition
on Native American tribes.

The Library of Congress has a collection of primary source documents
related to the Lewis and Clark expedition.

The National Geographic Society offers an interactive simulation of the
Lewis and Clark expedition.

Teaching critically about Lewis and Clark is essential for fostering a deeper
understanding of American history and its enduring consequences. By
examining the impact of their expedition on Native American tribes, the



environment, and the formation of the United States, we can challenge
traditional narratives and gain a more nuanced understanding of this
important chapter in American history.
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