Increasing Political Battles over Slavery
The Annotated Khan Course · Track B
U.S. History · Period 5 (1844–1877) · Step 5 of 31 · about 11½ minutes

How to Read This
These notes are 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 — the questions and the writing prompt are yours to use however helps you think.
What This Video Does
Sal and Kim carry the story into the 1850s, where the patches stop holding: the Compromise of 1850, the Fugitive Slave Act that dragged the whole North into slavery’s enforcement, and the political earthquake that produced a new party and a man named Lincoln.
In the Margins
1:28  ·  “Putting off the problem” as a way of life.  Kim names the era’s whole strategy: Henry Clay, the “Great Compromiser,” was celebrated for postponing a reckoning no one would face. Ask what it costs a country to make a virtue of not deciding.
4:59  ·  The Fugitive Slave Act conscripts the bystander.  The 1850 law made it a federal crime not to help capture an escaped person. Kim’s example is exact: a Massachusetts Quaker who’d never touched slavery is now ordered to enforce it. The genius of the law — and its fatal error — was that it left no one neutral.
6:04  ·  “Now I have to be complicit.”  Sal puts it plainly: the law forced people who had looked away to participate. Note the political physics — by trying to make the North obey, the South radicalized it. Coercion manufactured the very abolitionists it feared.
7:48  ·  The South’s answer: a “positive good.”  Under moral attack, slaveholders escalate from “necessary evil” to “positive good.” When a system can no longer be ignored, its defenders must either abandon it or glorify it. The South chose glory — and war.
9:38  ·  How a party dies and a party is born.  The slavery fight shatters the Whigs; their fragments reorganize as the Republican Party, explicitly anti-slavery, and nominate Lincoln — kept off Southern ballots entirely. Watch a political system reassemble itself around a single unavoidable question.

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. The Fugitive Slave Act was meant to protect slavery but ended up strengthening abolition. How does forcing people to participate in something change how they feel about it?
1. Kim describes a politics built on postponement. When is compromise wise, and when is it just cowardice wearing wisdom’s clothes?
1. Lincoln wasn’t even on the ballot in the South, yet won. What does that tell you about how divided the country already was before a shot was fired?
An Invitation to Write
The hardest laws are the ones that make you choose.  The Fugitive Slave Act stripped away the comfort of looking away. Write about an issue where you’ve found neutrality is no longer available to you — where not choosing has itself become a choice.
Where This Connects
1. This is the political spine of Movement Four: the decade when “I don’t like it, but it’s not my problem” stopped being an option.
1. Next: the book that, Lincoln joked, started the war — Uncle Tom’s Cabin.
↩  Return to the Hub
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