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The impeachment of President Andrew Johnson in 1868 stands as one of the most pivotal and
contentious moments in American political history. As a senator during this turbulent period, you
would be faced with complex questions about the balance of power, the boundaries of executive
authority, and the ethical responsibilities of leadership during Reconstruction. This article invites you
to explore the context of Johnson’s impeachment, analyze the arguments for and against his removal
from office, and reflect on how you might have voted and why.

Historical Context of Johnson’s Impeachment

Understanding the environment in which the impeachment took place is crucial to assessing your
potential decision. The United States was grappling with the aftermath of the Civil War, and the
country was attempting to rebuild and redefine its identity. President Andrew Johnson, a Southern
Democrat who became president after Lincoln's assassination in 1865, faced opposition from Radical
Republicans who sought to secure civil rights for freed slaves and reshape the South.

The Political Climate of 1868

Reconstruction Era: The period following the Civil War aimed to reintegrate Southern states
into the Union and protect the rights of newly freed African Americans.

Radical Republicans vs. Johnson: The Radical Republicans believed Johnson was too lenient
toward the South and sought to impose strict policies, leading to heated political conflicts.

Partisan Divisions: The nation was sharply divided along party lines, with Johnson’s policies
and personality fueling opposition among Radical Republicans in Congress.

The Catalyst for Impeachment
The immediate trigger was Johnson’s removal of Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, a Radical
Republican ally, in violation of the Tenure of Office Act, which was designed to restrict the president’s
ability to remove certain officeholders without Senate approval. This act was seen by many as
politically motivated, but it provided the grounds for impeachment.



The Legal and Political Grounds for Impeachment

To evaluate how you might have voted, it’s essential to understand the constitutional basis for
impeachment and the specific charges against Johnson.

Constitutional Basis
The U.S. Constitution (Article II, Section 4) states: “The President, Vice President, and all civil officers
of the United States shall be removed from office on impeachment for, and conviction of, treason,
bribery, or other high crimes and misdemeanors.” This phrase has been subject to interpretation, but
generally includes serious abuses of power or violations of constitutional duties.

Charges Against Johnson
The impeachment articles primarily alleged:

Violating the Tenure of Office Act by attempting to remove Stanton without Senate approval.1.

Undermining Congress’s authority and attempting to obstruct Reconstruction policies.2.

Making inflammatory and disrespectful speeches about Congress.3.

While some viewed these actions as political missteps, others saw them as breaches of constitutional
duty warranting removal.

Arguments Supporting Johnson’s Impeachment

If you believed that the president’s actions endangered the constitutional order or betrayed public
trust, you might be inclined to support impeachment.

Protection of Congressional Authority

Johnson’s removal of Stanton directly violated the Tenure of Office Act, which was enacted by
Congress to limit presidential power.

Supporting impeachment would reinforce the principle that no president is above the law.



Defense of Reconstruction Policies

Johnson’s opposition to Radical Republican initiatives threatened the progress of civil rights and
the reintegration of the South.

His vetoes and inflammatory rhetoric undermined efforts to secure rights for freedmen and
enforce Reconstruction laws.

Preservation of Constitutional Checks and Balances

If Johnson’s conduct was seen as an abuse of executive power, impeachment serves as a
constitutional remedy.

Ensuring that the President remains accountable to Congress and the Constitution might
resonate as a compelling reason to support removal.

Arguments Opposing Johnson’s Impeachment

Conversely, if you valued executive independence or believed the charges were politically motivated,
you might lean toward acquittal.

Partisan Politics and Political Motivation

Many argued that Johnson’s impeachment was driven by partisan revenge rather than genuine
constitutional violations.

Impeaching a president over policy disagreements sets a dangerous precedent for political
disputes.

Insufficient Evidence of High Crimes

Some believed that Johnson’s actions, while contentious, did not constitute “high crimes and
misdemeanors” as intended by the Constitution.

The removal of Stanton, though questionable, was not necessarily an impeachable offense in
itself.



Concerns About Executive Power and Stability

Removing a sitting president could destabilize the federal government during a delicate period
of Reconstruction.

Some feared that impeachment might set a precedent for removing presidents based on
political disagreements rather than clear violations.

Personal Reflection: How Would You Have Voted?

Considering all these factors, your decision would likely depend on your interpretation of the
Constitution, your views on Reconstruction, and your sense of duty to uphold the rule of law versus
respect for presidential authority.

Possible Considerations Influencing Your Vote

Did Johnson’s actions constitute a violation of constitutional law or a political disagreement?

Was Johnson’s removal of Stanton an overreach, or within the scope of presidential powers?

What impact would impeachment have on national stability and Reconstruction efforts?

What message would your vote send about the balance of powers in government?

Hypothetical Voting Outcome
- Support Impeachment: If you believed Johnson’s actions were illegal, threatened the constitutional
order, and obstructed Reconstruction, you might vote for removal.
- Oppose Impeachment: If you viewed Johnson’s conduct as within presidential rights or as political
overreach by Congress, you might vote to acquit.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Johnson’s Impeachment and
Your Role

The impeachment of Andrew Johnson was a defining moment that tested the limits of presidential
power and congressional authority. As a senator in 1868, your vote would reflect your interpretation
of the Constitution, your views on Reconstruction, and your judgment about the president’s conduct.
Whether you would have supported impeachment or not, your decision would have contributed to
shaping the future of American governance.



Ultimately, Johnson was impeached by the House of Representatives but narrowly acquitted by the
Senate, allowing him to remain in office. This outcome underscores the complexities of balancing
political accountability with constitutional protections. Reflecting on this historical episode encourages
a deep appreciation for the responsibilities and dilemmas faced by legislators when confronting
executive misconduct.

In summary, your decision in 1868 would hinge on whether you prioritized upholding constitutional
boundaries and the rule of law or whether you believed the political context and policy disagreements
justified restraint. Both perspectives offer valuable insights into the principles that underpin American
democracy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main reasons for President Johnson's
impeachment in 1868?
President Johnson was impeached primarily due to his violation of the Tenure of Office Act by
removing Secretary of War Edwin Stanton without Senate approval, as well as his opposition to
Radical Reconstruction policies, which led to tensions with Congress.

How might a senator in 1868 have justified voting to acquit
President Johnson?
A senator might have justified voting to acquit by believing that Johnson's actions did not constitute
high crimes or misdemeanors, viewing the impeachment as politically motivated, or fearing that
removing Johnson would set a dangerous precedent undermining executive authority.

What arguments could a senator in 1868 have used to support
voting for President Johnson's removal?
A senator supporting removal might have argued that Johnson's obstruction of reconstruction efforts
and violations of the law threatened the stability of the government, and that impeachment was
necessary to uphold the Constitution and enforce accountability.

How did political party alignments influence senators' votes
during Johnson's impeachment trial?
Party loyalties played a significant role, with Radical Republicans generally supporting impeachment
due to their desire to enforce radical reconstruction, while Democrats and more moderate
Republicans often opposed removal, viewing it as a partisan attempt to weaken the presidency.

If you were a moderate senator in 1868, what factors would
influence your decision on Johnson's impeachment?
As a moderate senator, factors influencing the decision would include the strength of evidence



against Johnson, concerns about setting a constitutional precedent, the impact on national unity, and
the political consequences for their party and constituents.

In hindsight, how might a senator in 1868 reflect on their vote
in the impeachment trial?
A senator might reflect that their vote was a difficult decision balancing constitutional principles,
political pressures, and national interests, and consider whether their choice contributed positively or
negatively to the stability and integrity of the government during Reconstruction.
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The impeachment of President Andrew Johnson in 1868 remains one of the most contentious and
debated episodes in American political history. As a hypothetical senator in that tumultuous year, the
question of how to vote on Johnson’s impeachment demands a careful, nuanced examination of the
political, constitutional, and moral considerations at play. This article explores the context leading up
to the impeachment, the charges against Johnson, the arguments for and against removal, and the
implications of a senator’s decision. Through this analysis, readers are invited to reflect on the
complexities faced by those tasked with upholding the Constitution amid a deeply divided nation.

---

The Context of 1868: Post-Civil War America and
Political Turmoil

To understand the gravity of the impeachment proceedings, it is essential to situate them within the
broader historical landscape. The United States in 1868 was still grappling with the aftermath of the
Civil War (1861–1865), Reconstruction efforts, and fierce political battles over the direction of the
nation.

Reconstruction and Radical Republican Goals

The Reconstruction era aimed to rebuild the South and secure rights for newly freed African
Americans. Radical Republicans pushed for strong measures, including military oversight and
protections for civil rights, often clashing with President Johnson’s more lenient policies toward the
defeated Confederate states.

Johnson’s Presidency and Policies

Andrew Johnson, a Southern Democrat and wartime Vice President who assumed the presidency after
Abraham Lincoln’s assassination in 1865, inherited a nation deeply divided. While he claimed to be
committed to restoring the Union, his approach often conflicted with Radical Republicans’ objectives.
Johnson’s leniency toward former Confederates and vetoes of key Reconstruction legislation alienated



him from Congressional Republicans.

Political Divisions and Power Struggles

The political landscape was characterized by intense partisan conflict, with Radical Republicans
seeking to assert Congressional authority over Reconstruction policy and Johnson resisting their
efforts. This power struggle culminated in the impeachment process, which also reflected broader
tensions about executive power and constitutional limits.

---

The Charges Against President Johnson: The Articles of
Impeachment

In 1868, the House of Representatives impeached President Johnson on charges that centered on his
conduct in office, especially his resistance to Congressional Reconstruction measures.

The Main Articles of Impeachment

The impeachment proceedings focused primarily on the following allegations:

- Violation of the Tenure of Office Act: Johnson allegedly attempted to remove Secretary of War Edwin
Stanton, a Radical Republican ally, in violation of the law that restricted the president’s ability to
dismiss certain federal officials without Senate approval.

- Abuse of Power and High Crimes and Misdemeanors: Johnson was accused of undermining
Congress’s authority, interfering with Reconstruction policies, and making inflammatory speeches
that threatened the stability of the government.

- Obstruction of Justice: By dismissing Stanton and resisting Congressional oversight, Johnson was
seen as obstructing the execution of laws passed by Congress.

The Tenure of Office Act Controversy

This law, enacted in 1867, was itself controversial. Many argued it was unconstitutional, and Johnson’s
opposition to it was rooted in his belief that it infringed upon presidential powers. His firing of Stanton
was viewed as a direct challenge to Congressional authority.

---

The Arguments For Impeachment: Why Some Senators
Supported Removal

Supporters of impeachment believed that Johnson’s actions threatened the constitutional balance of
power and the stability of the Union’s Reconstruction efforts.



Protection of Congressional Authority

Radical Republicans contended that Johnson’s defiance of the Tenure of Office Act and his persistent
opposition to their policies undermined Congress’s constitutional role. Removing Johnson was seen as
necessary to uphold legislative authority.

Defense of Reconstruction Policies

Johnson’s vetoes and inflammatory rhetoric hampered efforts to secure rights for freed slaves and
rebuild the South under federal oversight. Impeachment was viewed as a means to ensure the
enforcement of Reconstruction laws.

Concerns Over Presidential Abuse of Power

Some argued that Johnson’s actions constituted an abuse of presidential authority, setting a
dangerous precedent that could allow future presidents to flout laws and undermine Congress.

Political and Moral Justifications

For radical elements, removing Johnson was also a moral imperative to enforce civil rights and
prevent a return to pre-war Southern policies that marginalized African Americans and suppressed
civil liberties.

---

The Arguments Against Impeachment: Why Many
Senators Resisted Removal

Opponents of impeachment, including many moderate and conservative senators, believed that the
charges were politically motivated and amounted to an overreach of congressional power.

Preservation of Executive Independence

Many argued that because Johnson was elected as president, removing him through impeachment
would threaten the independence of the executive branch. They viewed the process as potentially
dangerous, setting a precedent for partisan removals.

Lack of Clear Criminality

Unlike typical criminal cases, impeachment is a political process, and opponents contended that
Johnson’s actions did not constitute “high crimes and misdemeanors” warranting removal. They
believed his conduct, while controversial, did not meet the constitutional standard.

Concerns About Partisan Politics

Moderates feared that impeachment was driven by political revenge rather than genuine
constitutional violations. They worried that removing Johnson would deepen division and destabilize
the government.



Respect for Electoral Mandate

Some senators believed that Johnson’s election, and their own roles as representatives of the
electorate, should shield him from removal for political disagreements.

---

The Role of the Senate: A Delicate Balance of Power

The Senate’s decision in 1868 was not merely a reflection of individual judgment but a constitutional
act balancing executive power, legislative authority, and the nation’s stability.

The Impeachment Trial

The Senate served as the jury in Johnson’s impeachment trial, requiring a two-thirds majority (36
votes out of 54) for conviction and removal. The trial was highly political, with party loyalties playing a
decisive role.

The Vote and Its Consequences

Ultimately, Johnson was acquitted by a narrow margin—his removal fell just short of the two-thirds
majority needed. This outcome underscored the contentious nature of the proceedings and the deep
divisions within Congress.

---

Personal Reflection: How Would You Vote? Analyzing
the Dilemmas

If placed in the position of a senator in 1868, the decision to support or oppose impeachment would
involve weighing multiple factors:

Constitutional Principles

- Upholding the rule of law and ensuring no president is above accountability.
- Respecting the separation of powers and the constitutional process.

Political Considerations

- The risk of partisanship and setting a precedent for future political misuse.
- The importance of maintaining stability during Reconstruction.

Moral and Ethical Values

- The importance of defending civil rights and Reconstruction efforts.
- The potential consequences of allowing presidential defiance to go unpunished.



Personal and Public Responsibility

- Balancing personal convictions with responsibilities to constituents and the nation.
- Considering the long-term implications for the presidency and the republic.

Hypothetical Decision

Given the complexities, a thoughtful senator might:

- Support impeachment if Johnson’s actions clearly demonstrated an abuse of power and threatened
constitutional order.
- Oppose impeachment if the charges appeared politically motivated or lacked sufficient evidence of
criminal conduct.

In 1868, the prevailing sentiment among many moderate senators was cautious—favoring restraint
and constitutional fidelity—while radicals pushed for decisive action.

---

Conclusion: Reflecting on the Legacy and Lessons of
1868

The impeachment of President Johnson was a defining moment in American history, testing the
resilience of the Constitution and the balance of power. It underscored the importance of
constitutional norms, the dangers of partisan excesses, and the responsibilities of elected officials to
uphold the rule of law.

As a hypothetical senator in 1868, one would grapple with profound questions about authority, justice,
and the nation’s future. The decision to support or oppose impeachment would not be taken lightly,
reflecting a commitment to constitutional principles and the delicate art of governance.

Ultimately, the 1868 impeachment serves as a reminder that the health of a democracy depends on
its ability to hold leaders accountable while respecting the constitutional framework that sustains it.
Whether in support of or opposition to Johnson’s removal, the lessons of that tumultuous period
remain relevant for American political discourse today.

---

In Summary:

- The impeachment of Johnson was rooted in political conflict over Reconstruction and executive-
legislative relations.
- Supporters saw it as necessary to uphold the rule of law and protect civil rights.
- Opponents viewed it as a partisan overreach threatening presidential independence.
- A senator’s vote involved balancing constitutional duty, political consequences, and moral
considerations.
- The outcome highlighted the importance of constitutional checks and the dangers of partisan
division.



If you were in the Senate in 1868, how would you vote? The answer depends on your interpretation of
constitutional boundaries, your political values, and your commitment to the union's healing and
progress.
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