Constitutional Compromises: The Three-Fifths Compromise
The Annotated Khan Course · Track B
U.S. History · Period 3 (1754–1800) · Step 10 of 15 · about 7 minutes — the moral center of this period

How to Read This
This is a companion, not a replacement. Watch the actual video on Khan Academy, keep this page open beside it, and pause at each timecode to read the note. Nothing here is graded.
What This Video Does
The compromise that wrote slavery into the Constitution without ever using the word. Khan reads the actual clauses — the 1808 slave-trade deadline and the three-fifths formula — and asks what it meant that the founders counted enslaved people as fractions of persons to give their enslavers more power.
In the Margins
~1:00  ·  One anti-slavery scrap — and it’s a delay.  The Constitution lets Congress ban the international slave trade — but not until 1808, twenty years on. A deadline, not an end. Even the concession is a delay, bought with two more decades of the Middle Passage.
~2:30  ·  The market by the Capitol.  Khan’s image: until about 1850 one of the largest slave markets in the country sat blocks from the White House. Liberty’s monuments and a human auction, around the same corner. Hold that geography — it is the nation’s contradiction printed as a street map.
~3:30  ·  Three-fifths — read the actual words.  “…adding to the whole number of free persons … three-fifths of all other persons.” Khan reads the clause. The math: count three of every five enslaved people toward a state’s population, boosting the political power of the men who enslaved them — for people who could never vote. A grotesque arithmetic, and a huge win for slaveholders.
~5:00  ·  The word that isn’t there.  “The word slavery never appears in the original Constitution.” Khan reads this as shame; weigh it against a harder reading — that the euphemism let the framers profit while preserving deniability. Either way, mark the silence. “Such persons,” “all other persons”: a document can lie by what it refuses to name.
~6:00  ·  Why everyone allowed it.  No compromise, no Constitution — the South’s votes were needed for ratification. Khan’s sober conclusion: union was bought at the price of building slavery into the foundation. That bill comes due in 1865. This clause is the direct ancestor of Movements Four and Five — the contradiction set in constitutional concrete.

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. The Constitution counts enslaved people to empower their enslavers while denying them every right. How do you describe that arithmetic honestly?
1. The word “slavery” never appears. Shame, strategy, or both — and does the motive change the harm?
1. Union required the slavery compromise. Was it worth it? Could there have been a country without it? Argue carefully.
An Invitation to Write
The silence in the document.  Using the three-fifths clause and the 1808 deadline, argue what it means that the founding document built in slavery while refusing to name it — and what that silence cost.
Where This Connects
1. Back to Track A:  the seed of the Civil War and of the 14th Amendment that overturns it (Movements Four–Five); the compromise that made ratification possible (Movement Two).
1. Next:  the whole Constitution — its two engines, separation of powers and checks and balances.
↩  Return to the Hub
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