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The impeachment trial of President Andrew Johnson in 1868 remains one of the most significant and
controversial episodes in American political history. Central to this event was Senator Edmund Ross of
Kansas, whose decisive vote to acquit Johnson ultimately shaped the trial’s outcome and influenced the course
of U.S. politics for years to come. Understanding why Senator Ross chose to vote “not guilty” requires
examining the complex interplay of political, personal, and constitutional factors that influenced his decision.
This article explores the background of the impeachment, Ross’s motivations, the political climate of the time,
and the lasting implications of his vote.

---

Background of the Impeachment of Andrew Johnson

The Political Climate Post-Civil War
Following the Civil War, the United States was grappling with Reconstruction—an arduous process aimed at
rebuilding the South and integrating formerly enslaved people into American civic life. President Andrew Johnson,
a Southern Democrat and former Vice President, assumed office after Abraham Lincoln’s assassination in 1865.
Although Johnson initially positioned himself as a Unionist, his policies soon clashed with Radical Republicans
who sought to enforce stringent Reconstruction measures.

The Conflict Between Johnson and Congress
Johnson’s lenient approach toward the South and his frequent vetoes of Radical Republican legislation created
a deep political divide. Congress, dominated by Radical Republicans, sought to limit Johnson’s power and ensure
civil rights for freed slaves, leading to increased tensions.

The Initiation of the Impeachment Proceedings
The conflict culminated in the impeachment of Johnson in 1868. The House of Representatives charged him with
ten “high crimes and misdemeanors,” primarily for violating the Tenure of Office Act by removing Secretary of
War Edwin Stanton without Senate approval. The impeachment was driven by a desire among Radical
Republicans to remove Johnson from office and assert Congressional authority over the executive branch.

---

The Impeachment Trial and Key Players

The Role of the Senate
The trial took place in the Senate, which served as the jury. To remove Johnson from office, a two-thirds
majority was required—specifically, 36 of 54 Senators. The political stakes were high, as the outcome could
significantly impact the balance of power between Congress and the Presidency.



The Senators’ Dilemma
Many Senators faced a difficult choice: whether to uphold the Constitution and the rule of law or to follow
party lines and political pressures. The trial was not only a legal process but also a political one, with
personal beliefs, loyalty, and the national interest all weighing heavily.

---

Who Was Senator Edmund Ross?

Biographical Background
Senator Edmund G. Ross was a Republican from Kansas, elected to the Senate in 1866. Known for his
independence and integrity, Ross was considered a moderate Republican, often willing to challenge party
orthodoxy. His political background included service as a Union officer during the Civil War and a reputation
for fairness in legislative matters.

Political Philosophy and Values
Ross valued the principles of justice, due process, and constitutional fidelity. His political stance was
characterized by a desire to uphold the law and avoid partisan overreach, even at the risk of alienating his
colleagues or facing political repercussions.

---

Why Did Senator Edmund Ross Vote Not Guilty?

Key Reasons Behind Ross’s Decision
Ross’s vote against conviction was driven by a combination of constitutional principles, personal
convictions, and political considerations. The main reasons include:

Concern for Constitutional Due Process: Ross believed that Johnson’s actions did not constitute “high1.
crimes and misdemeanors” as defined by the Constitution. He argued that removing a president required
clear, serious misconduct, not political disagreements.

Respect for the Separation of Powers: Ross was wary of Congress overstepping its constitutional2.
bounds. He feared that removing a sitting president for political reasons could set a dangerous precedent
for executive independence.

Fear of Setting a Dangerous Precedent: Ross believed that impeaching a president for political3.
disagreements could destabilize the government and undermine the constitutional system of checks and
balances.

Political and Personal Independence: Known for his independence, Ross did not want to be swayed by party4.
pressure. He openly expressed his belief that Johnson should be judged on the merits of the case, not
political expediency.

Concern for National Unity: At a time when the nation was still healing from Civil War divisions, Ross5.
prioritized national unity and stability over partisan battles.



Summary of Ross’s Key Arguments
- The charges against Johnson did not meet the constitutional standard for removal.
- Impeachment should be reserved for serious abuses of power, not political disagreements.
- The trial was influenced heavily by partisan motives rather than legal evidence.
- Removing Johnson could set a precedent for politically motivated impeachments.

---

Political Context and the Impact of Ross’s Vote

The Political Consequences for Ross
Ross’s decisive “not guilty” vote was controversial and led to intense political repercussions. Many
Republicans condemned him as a traitor to party principles, while Democrats viewed him as a defender of
constitutional integrity. Despite this, Ross maintained his stance, emphasizing his duty to the Constitution.

Historical Significance of the Vote
Ross’s vote was pivotal in the outcome of the impeachment trial. Although Johnson was acquitted by a single
vote—his vote of 35 guilty to 19 not guilty—Ross’s decision exemplified the importance of individual
judgment in the face of partisan pressures.

Long-Term Implications
- Reinforced the principle that impeachment requires clear constitutional grounds.
- Demonstrated the potential for moderate Senators to influence high-stakes political decisions.
- Highlighted the importance of independence and integrity in legislative decision-making.

---

Legacy of Senator Edmund Ross’s Vote

Historical Evaluation
Historians regard Ross’s vote as a courageous stand for the rule of law and constitutional fidelity. His
decision has been praised for prioritizing justice over party loyalty, even at great personal risk.

Modern Perspectives
Today, Ross’s decision is often cited as an example of individual moral courage in politics. It underscores the
importance of independent judgment in the face of political pressure, a lesson relevant to contemporary debates
over impeachment and constitutional crises.



Lessons Learned
- The significance of integrity in political decision-making.
- The dangers of partisan overreach and politicized justice.
- The value of adhering to constitutional principles above party lines.

---

Conclusion

The question of why Senator Edmund Ross voted not guilty in President Andrew Johnson’s impeachment trial is
rooted in his commitment to constitutional principles, his respect for the separation of powers, and his
independent judgment. Ross’s courageous decision defied party pressures and prioritized justice and legality,
helping to preserve the constitutional balance in a turbulent time. His vote ultimately demonstrated that even
in highly politicized situations, integrity and adherence to constitutional norms are vital for the stability and
health of American democracy. As history reflects, Ross’s stand serves as a powerful reminder of the
importance of independent judgment and moral courage in the face of political adversity.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why did Senator Edmund Ross vote 'Not Guilty' during Andrew Johnson's
impeachment trial?

Senator Edmund Ross voted 'Not Guilty' because he believed the impeachment charges were politically
motivated and lacked sufficient constitutional grounds, and he was also concerned about setting a dangerous
precedent for executive, legislative, and judicial powers.

What political considerations influenced Ross's decision to vote against
impeachment?

Ross was wary of the radical Republicans' attempts to remove Johnson to assert Congressional power, and he
sought to maintain the balance of power between the branches, leading him to oppose impeachment on political
grounds.

How did Ross's personal beliefs and values impact his vote in the impeachment
trial?

Ross's commitment to constitutional principles, fairness, and skepticism about the evidence led him to conclude
that Johnson's actions did not justify removal, influencing his 'Not Guilty' vote.

What role did public opinion and constituents play in Ross's decision to
vote 'Not Guilty'?

Ross was concerned about the opinions of his constituents and the potential political repercussions of voting
to impeach, which contributed to his cautious approach and ultimately his decision to acquit Johnson.

How is Ross's 'Not Guilty' vote historically significant in the context of
impeachment proceedings?

Ross's vote was pivotal, as it was one of the few votes against impeachment, highlighting the political and



constitutional complexities of the trial and setting a precedent for future impeachment cases.

Additional Resources
Why Did Senator Edmund Ross Vote Not Guilty In The Impeachment Trial Of Andrew Johnson?

The impeachment of President Andrew Johnson in 1868 remains one of the most contentious episodes in American
political history. Central to this drama was Senator Edmund Ross of Kansas, whose decisive vote not guilty
on the final impeachment charge shocked many and altered the course of the trial. Understanding why Senator
Ross voted to acquit Johnson involves exploring the complex interplay of political, personal, and
constitutional factors that shaped his decision. This investigative review delves into the historical context,
Ross’s motivations, and the broader implications of his vote, providing a comprehensive account of this pivotal
moment.

---

The Context of the Johnson Impeachment

To comprehend Ross’s vote, it is essential to understand the environment in which the impeachment occurred.

Background of Andrew Johnson’s Presidency
- Became President after Abraham Lincoln’s assassination in 1865.
- A Southern Democrat sympathetic to the Confederacy, yet serving as Lincoln’s Vice President.
- Faced opposition from Radical Republicans who sought to reshape Reconstruction and enforce civil rights for
freed slaves.

The Political Climate of 1868
- Tensions between the Executive and Legislative branches intensified.
- Johnson’s leniency towards Southern states and opposition to Radical Republican policies created widespread
conflict.
- The Republican-controlled Congress sought to remove Johnson from office, citing his violations of the Tenure
of Office Act and other misconduct.

The Impeachment Proceedings
- The House of Representatives impeached Johnson in February 1868 on eleven charges, primarily revolving
around his firing of Secretary of War Edwin Stanton and his general opposition to Congressional
Reconstruction.
- The Senate trial began in March 1868, with Chief Justice Salmon P. Chase presiding.
- The trial garnered national attention, with political factions mobilizing to influence the outcome.

---

Senator Edmund Ross: A Profile

Understanding Ross’s background provides insight into his eventual vote.



Who Was Edmund Ross?
- A Republican senator from Kansas, elected in 1866.
- Known as a moderate and pragmatic politician.
- Had a reputation for independence and a commitment to constitutional principles.

Political and Personal Beliefs
- Advocated for moderation and consensus in governance.
- Was wary of partisan extremes.
- Believed in the importance of fairness and due process.

Constituency and Regional Influences
- Kansas, a recently admitted state, had diverse interests and a reputation for political independence.
- Ross was intimately aware of the political sentiments of his constituents, many of whom were wary of
radical policies.

---

Why Did Senator Ross Vote Not Guilty? Analyzing the Reasons

Ross’s decision was multifaceted, influenced by constitutional principles, political considerations, personal
integrity, and regional sensitivities.

1. Commitment to Constitutional Due Process and Judicial Norms
- Ross believed the impeachment process should be guided by constitutional standards.
- He perceived the charges against Johnson as insufficient for removal.
- The Tenure of Office Act, used as the primary basis for impeachment, was regarded by Ross and others as
possibly unconstitutional.
- Ross’s emphasis on legal norms made him skeptical of removing a president on what he considered politically
motivated grounds.

2. Opposition to Partisan Overreach
- The impeachment appeared to Ross as a partisan attempt by Radical Republicans to remove a president they
disliked.
- He was concerned that removing Johnson would set a dangerous precedent, undermining the balance of powers.
- His sense of fairness and independence led him to oppose what he saw as an overreach by Congress.

3. Personal and Moral Convictions
- Ross struggled with the moral implications of removing a duly elected president.
- He believed impeachment should be reserved for clear, high crimes and misdemeanors, not political disagreements.
- He viewed Johnson’s actions as within the bounds of presidential discretion, even if controversial.

4. Regional and Political Calculations
- As a representative of Kansas, a state with mixed sentiments, Ross was sensitive to his constituents’



opinions.
- He feared that voting to remove Johnson might alienate moderate Republicans and Southern sympathizers.
- His vote reflected a desire to maintain political stability and avoid deepening sectional tensions.

5. Personal Integrity and Independence
- Ross’s reputation was built on independence from party pressure.
- Despite pressure from colleagues and constituents, he prioritized his judgment and constitutional principles.
- His vote exemplified the independence valued by many in his political era.

---

The Aftermath of Ross’s Vote

Ross’s decision had immediate and long-term consequences.

Immediate Impact
- The Senate acquitted Johnson by a vote of 35–19, falling one vote short of the necessary two-thirds
majority.
- Ross’s vote was pivotal; had more senators joined him, Johnson’s removal would have been blocked.

Political Repercussions for Ross
- Ross faced severe backlash from Radical Republicans and many in his own party.
- He was branded as a traitor by some and faced political isolation.
- However, Ross defended his vote on constitutional grounds, emphasizing his commitment to the rule of law.

Historical Legacy
- Ross’s vote is often cited as a quintessential example of legislative independence.
- His stand exemplifies the complex moral and constitutional dilemmas faced by policymakers.
- The episode underscores the importance of individual judgment in constitutional crises.

---

Broader Implications and Lessons

The case of Senator Ross’s vote offers valuable insights into American political processes.

Understanding Impeachment as a Constitutional Tool
- Impeachment should be reserved for serious misconduct, not political disagreements.
- Ross’s skepticism about the charges underscores the importance of adhering to constitutional standards.



Balancing Partisanship and Independence
- The trial highlights the tension between party loyalty and personal judgment.
- Ross’s independence demonstrates that individual senators can influence history through principled votes.

The Role of Regional and Personal Factors in National Politics
- Senators often weigh national principles against regional interests.
- Ross’s vote reflects the complex calculus of representing constituents while upholding constitutional
norms.

Lessons for Contemporary Politics
- The importance of due process and constitutional adherence remains relevant.
- Independent judgment in high-stakes political decisions can shape the nation’s future.

---

Conclusion: Why Did Senator Edmund Ross Vote Not Guilty?

The reasons behind Senator Edmund Ross’s vote to acquit President Andrew Johnson in 1868 are rooted in a
deep commitment to constitutional principles, skepticism of partisan motives, and a desire for political
moderation. Ross believed that the charges brought against Johnson did not meet the constitutional standards
necessary for removal and was wary of setting a dangerous precedent that could undermine the separation of
powers. His vote exemplified the importance of independent judgment and adherence to constitutional norms in
moments of political crisis.

Despite the personal and political backlash he faced, Ross’s decision underscores a fundamental principle of
American democracy: the rule of law must guide even the most tumultuous political battles. His vote remains a
powerful reminder of the importance of integrity, constitutional fidelity, and moral courage in governance. The
inquiry into why Ross chose to vote not guilty reveals a man guided by conviction rather than convenience—a
legacy that continues to inspire debates about impeachment, constitutional integrity, and the responsibilities
of legislators in safeguarding democracy.

---

In essence, Senator Edmund Ross’s vote was driven by a principled stance that prioritized constitutional
fidelity over partisan expediency, illustrating the enduring importance of independent judgment in American
political life.
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