The U.S. Constitution
The Annotated Khan Course · Track B
U.S. History · Period 3 (1754–1800) · Step 11 of 15 · about 9 minutes — the civics core

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
Khan zooms out from the compromises to the whole document — astonishingly short — and lays out its two engines: separation of powers (three branches) and checks and balances (each branch able to stop the others). This is the civics heart of the entire course.
In the Margins
~1:30  ·  Small on purpose.  Four pages, seven articles. The brevity is a design choice: set principles, not exhaustive rules, so the document can flex across centuries. That flexibility is why it’s the oldest national constitution still in force — and why we’re still arguing about what it means.
~3:00  ·  Three branches, one fear.  Article I Congress (make law), Article II the President (enforce), Article III the courts (interpret) — Congress the most powerful by design. This is Montesquieu from the Period 2 Enlightenment supplement, built into a government. The idea you met as a name is now the machine you live under.
~6:00  ·  Checks and balances — governmental rock-paper-scissors.  Veto, override, impeach, declare unconstitutional, appoint, change jurisdiction: each branch can stop the others. Khan’s framing matches Madison’s Federalist No. 51 from Movement Two — the system is built so ambition checks ambition. Memorize a few specific checks; they’re test gold and they explain the daily news.
~8:00  ·  The brilliant cynicism.  Khan’s closing insight: the founders harnessed people’s selfishness — let officials guard their own turf, and they’ll keep each other honest. The Constitution doesn’t assume virtue; it assumes self-interest and engineers around it. That is the deepest idea in American government — Madison’s “if men were angels …”

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. The Constitution assumes officials will be selfish and uses that to keep power in check. Is designing for human flaws wiser than hoping for virtue?
1. Four pages, 200-plus years old. Is its vagueness a strength (flexible) or a weakness (endlessly disputed)?
1. Name a check from this week’s news — one branch stopping another. Which branch, which power?
An Invitation to Write
Ambition against ambition.  Explain in your own words how separation of powers and checks and balances are supposed to work — then judge whether they’re working now, using one current example.
Where This Connects
1. Back to Track A:  the close-read civics of Movement Two; the branches in operation today (Movement Seven).
1. Next:  a bridge — the ratification fight and the Bill of Rights that was its price.
↩  Return to the Hub
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