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The 1864 presidential election was a pivotal moment in American history, occurring amidst the
turbulent years of the Civil War. President Abraham Lincoln faced the challenge of uniting a fractured
nation while striving to preserve the Union. His selection of Andrew Johnson as his vice-presidential
running mate played a crucial role in shaping the election's outcome and the post-war reconstruction
era. Understanding the reasoning behind Lincoln’s choice of Johnson reveals insights into political

strategy, regional considerations, and Lincoln’s overarching vision for the nation’s future.

Context of the 1864 Presidential Election

The United States in 1864 was embroiled in a brutal civil war between the Union (Northern states) and
the Confederacy (Southern states). Lincoln, seeking a second term, needed to solidify his support
among diverse voter groups and present a unified front against the Confederacy. The political
landscape was highly polarized, with many Americans eager for peace but divided over issues such as

slavery, states’ rights, and reconstruction.

Lincoln’s first term had seen significant achievements, including the issuance of the Emancipation
Proclamation in 1863 and the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment. However, the war’s toll and the
political opposition in the North posed ongoing challenges. To increase his chances of re-election,
Lincoln aimed to appeal to a broader electorate, including War Democrats and Unionists who might not

have fully aligned with the Republican Party.



The Strategy Behind Choosing Andrew Johnson

Lincoln's decision to select Andrew Johnson as his vice-presidential candidate was a calculated
political move rooted in regional, political, and personal considerations. The primary aim was to foster

national unity and appeal to a wider voter base.

1. Appealing to the Border States and Union Democrats

- Regional Balance: Johnson was a Southern Democrat from Tennessee, a border state with divided
loyalties during the Civil War. By selecting him, Lincoln aimed to demonstrate that the Union was
inclusive and that reconciliation with the South was possible.

- Political Inclusivity: Johnson’s Democratic background allowed Lincoln to attract votes from War
Democrats—Northern Democrats who supported the Union war effort but were wary of Radical
Republican policies. His presence on the ticket signaled a commitment to national unity over partisan

divides.

2. Symbolizing Reconciliation and Unity

- Bridging Divides: Johnson’s background as a Southern Unionist made him an ideal symbol of
reconciliation. His selection conveyed Lincoln’s desire to rebuild the nation without vindictiveness
toward the South.

- Personal Rapport: Lincoln and Johnson reportedly shared a mutual respect. Lincoln believed

Johnson's straightforwardness and commitment to the Union could serve as a unifying force.

3. Political Compatibility and Strategic Calculations

- Balancing the Ticket: Lincoln, a Republican, needed to appeal to moderate voters and avoid



alienating potential supporters. Johnson’s Southern roots and Unionist stance helped balance the
ticket geographically and ideologically.
- Countering Opposition: By choosing Johnson, Lincoln aimed to counteract the Radical Republicans’

influence and demonstrate a willingness to include more moderate voices in leadership.

Factors Influencing Lincoln’s Decision

Several factors influenced Lincoln’s choice, reflecting the complex political landscape of the time.

1. Lincoln’s Leadership Style and Personal Judgment

- Lincoln valued loyalty, honesty, and a commitment to the Union. Johnson exemplified these traits and
was seen as a man of the people, with a straightforward approach.
- Lincoln’s previous interactions with Johnson, including his appointment as military governor of

Tennessee, fostered a sense of trust.

2. The Importance of the 1864 Election for Civil War Strategy

- The election was crucial for determining the Union’s future direction. A candidate who could appeal
to a broad spectrum of voters was essential.
- Including Johnson was part of Lincoln’s broader strategy to present a united front and secure re-

election for the sake of national stability.

3. The Political Climate and Need for Reconciliation

- The ongoing war created a need for a message of reconciliation and healing.



- Lincoln believed that Johnson, as a Southern Unionist, could help facilitate post-war reconstruction

and foster loyalty among Southern states.

Impacts and Legacy of Lincoln’s Choice

The selection of Andrew Johnson had profound implications for both the 1864 election and the

subsequent Reconstruction era.

1. The 1864 Election Outcome

- Lincoln and Johnson won the election decisively, with Lincoln receiving over 55% of the popular vote
and carrying the electoral college comfortably.

- Their victory reaffirmed the nation’s commitment to preserving the Union and ending slavery.

2. Post-War Reconstruction

- Johnson’s presidency was marked by conflicts over how to reintegrate the Southern states and
protect the rights of freed slaves.
- His lenient policies and opposition to Radical Republican measures led to significant political

tensions, ultimately shaping the course of Reconstruction.

3. Historical Significance

- Lincoln’s choice of Johnson exemplifies the importance of regional and political balance in national
leadership decisions.

- The partnership highlighted the complexities of healing a divided nation and foreshadowed the



challenges of Reconstruction policy.

Conclusion: Why Lincoln Chose Andrew Johnson

In summary, Abraham Lincoln's selection of Andrew Johnson as his running mate in the 1864 election
was a strategic decision grounded in the desire to promote national unity, appeal to a broad electorate,
and symbolize reconciliation between North and South. Johnson’s background as a Southern Unionist
made him an ideal figure to represent the reunification of the fractured nation and to bolster Lincoln’s

campaign for a second term amid the chaos of civil war.

Lincoln’s foresight in choosing Johnson reflected his broader vision of a united America—one that
could reconcile its divisions and move forward together. While Johnson’s presidency faced significant
challenges and controversies, his selection as Lincoln’s running mate remains a testament to the
importance of regional and political considerations in leadership decisions during one of the most

tumultuous periods in American history.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why did Abraham Lincoln choose Andrew Johnson as his running mate

in the 1864 election?

Lincoln selected Andrew Johnson to appeal to Unionist Democrats and pro-Union Southerners, aiming

to unify the country during the Civil War by selecting a Southern Democrat who supported the Union.

How did Andrew Johnson's background influence Lincoln's decision in

selecting him as vice president?

Johnson was a Southern Democrat from Tennessee who remained loyal to the Union, representing a



bridge between Northern Republicans and pro-Union Southerners, which helped Lincoln appeal to a

broader coalition.

What was the political strategy behind Lincoln choosing Johnson as
his running mate in 18647

The strategy was to promote national unity by selecting a Southern Democrat sympathetic to the

Union, thereby attracting votes from Democrats and Southerners who supported reconciliation.

Did Lincoln's choice of Johnson as his vice president reflect a desire
to promote reconciliation after the Civil War?

Yes, selecting Johnson was a deliberate effort to foster reconciliation by demonstrating bipartisan

support and emphasizing the importance of Union unity across political and regional lines.

How did Andrew Johnson's political beliefs complement Lincoln's
campaign in 1864°?

Johnson shared Lincoln's commitment to preserving the Union and abolishing slavery, and his

background as a Southern Unionist helped portray a unified front in the face of ongoing conflict.

What impact did Johnson's selection have on Lincoln's chances of
winning the 1864 election?

Choosing Johnson helped Lincoln secure votes from Democrats and pro-Union Southerners,

broadening his electoral support and contributing to his victory in a tense political climate.

Was Andrew Johnson's selection as vice president a popular decision
among Lincoln's supporters at the time?

While some appreciated the political strategy, others were cautious about Johnson's Southern



background, but overall, his selection was seen as a move toward national reconciliation.

How did Lincoln's choice of Johnson influence the post-war political
landscape?

Johnson's accession to vice president and later presidency reflected Lincoln's emphasis on unity, but
his own policies as president led to conflicts during Reconstruction, highlighting the complexities of that

choice.

Would Lincoln's decision to choose Johnson be considered a
successful political move in retrospect?

In the short term, it helped Lincoln win re-election and promote reconciliation; however, Johnson's

presidency faced significant challenges, and his policies ultimately complicated Reconstruction efforts.

Additional Resources
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The 1864 presidential election was one of the most pivotal moments in American history. With the
nation engulfed in the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln faced the challenge of uniting a fractured
country and securing a second term to see through the Union’s victory. To do this effectively, Lincoln
needed a running mate who could strengthen his ticket, appeal to a broader constituency, and help
him navigate the turbulent political landscape. The choice of Andrew Johnson as Lincoln’s vice-
presidential running mate remains a subject of historical analysis and debate. What factors best
explain Lincoln’s decision to select Johnson in 18647 This article delves into the political, strategic,
and personal considerations that shaped Lincoln’s choice, providing a comprehensive understanding of

this critical decision.



Context of the 1864 Election: A Nation in Turmoil

Before examining Lincoln’s selection, it’s essential to understand the political climate of 1864. The
nation was embroiled in civil war, with the Union striving to suppress the Confederacy’s rebellion. The
war’s toll was immense, and public sentiment was divided. Lincoln’s leadership was under scrutiny,
and his presidency faced stiff opposition from various factions, including Radical Republicans who
sought to push for more aggressive emancipation policies, and War Democrats who supported the

Union war effort but were wary of radical measures.

The Republican Party, which Lincoln led, was also undergoing transformations. The party aimed to
rally support for the Union cause and ensure Lincoln’s re-election. Meanwhile, the Democratic Party
nominated George McClellan, a former Union general, whose platform called for peace negotiations

and an end to the war, appealing to war-weary voters.

Lincoln recognized that winning the election required broadening his appeal beyond his core
supporters. He aimed to present a unity ticket that could attract moderates, Unionists, and even some

Democrats. This strategic intent heavily influenced his choice of running mate.

The Strategic Significance of the Vice Presidential Pick

Balancing the Ticket: A Political Necessity

Lincoln’s decision to select Andrew Johnson was rooted in the desire to balance his ticket both
geographically and politically. Johnson was a Southern Democrat from Tennessee, a state that had

seceded but was occupied and under Union control by 1864. His inclusion aimed to:

- Appeal to War Democrats and Unionists in the South who still identified with the Union cause.
- Demonstrate Lincoln’s commitment to a lenient, reconstructive approach to the South, which Johnson

symbolized.



- Show a political stance that was inclusive of different factions, thereby broadening electoral appeal.

Counteracting Criticism and Building Unity

Lincoln faced criticism from Radical Republicans, who felt he was too lenient toward the Confederacy

and too accommodating toward Southern interests. By selecting Johnson—a Southern Democrat who

had remained loyal to the Union—Lincoln signaled a desire for national reconciliation and a pragmatic

approach to sectional differences.

Maintaining the Electoral Edge

Lincoln’s previous vice president, Hannibal Hamlin, was considered too radical or regional to secure

broad electoral support. Lincoln’s choice of Andrew Johnson was also an effort to energize voters in

key regions, especially the South, and to secure re-election with a united front.

Andrew Johnson: From Political Outlier to Lincoln’s Choice

Background and Political Profile

Andrew Johnson was a tailor’s son from Raleigh, North Carolina, who rose through the political ranks

to become a U.S. senator from Tennessee. Known for his populist and fiery rhetoric, Johnson was a

staunch Unionist in his state, refusing to secede despite strong Southern sympathies.

He was also a Democrat who had aligned with the Unionist cause, making him a complex figure—a

Southern Democrat with Unionist credentials. His background made him an unconventional choice but

also a symbol of national unity.

Loyalty to the Union and the Constitution



Despite his Southern roots, Johnson’s unwavering loyalty to the Union made him stand out. He
remained loyal even as many Southerners abandoned the Union. His reputation as a representative of
the common man and his stance against secession made him an appealing candidate for Lincoln, who

prioritized Union loyalty above regional or party lines.

His Political Stance and Compatibility with Lincoln

Johnson was a conservative Democrat with a reputation for honesty and independence. His opposition

to secession and his willingness to serve in the Union cause aligned with Lincoln’s goals. Importantly,

Johnson supported the abolition of slavery, which dovetailed with Lincoln’s emancipation policies.

The Political Calculus: Why Johnson Over Other Candidates?

Alternatives and Their Limitations

Lincoln’s options for a vice-presidential candidate included other Unionists and moderate Democrats,

but each had drawbacks:

- Radical Republicans: Their inclusion risked alienating moderate voters and jeopardizing the broad
coalition needed for re-election.

- Northern Democrats: Many were not aligned with Lincoln’s policies, especially regarding
emancipation and reconstruction.

- Other Southern Unionists: While some were considered, Johnson’s prominence and loyalty made him

an ideal representative of sectional reconciliation.

Balancing Regional and Political Interests

Lincoln needed a running mate who could:



- Secure votes in the South and West.

- Demonstrate national unity by including a Southerner.

- Reassure moderates and Unionists in border states.

Johnson’s background and loyalty made him an optimal choice to fulfill these criteria.

The Personal and Political Relationship

Lincoln and Johnson shared mutual respect. Lincoln appreciated Johnson’s straightforwardness and

his commitment to the Union. Johnson, for his part, admired Lincoln’s leadership. Their relationship

helped ensure a cohesive campaign.

The Impact of Lincoln’s Selection on the Election

Electoral Strategy and Results

The 1864 election was fiercely contested. Lincoln and Johnson’s ticket ultimately won with 55% of the

electoral vote and over 54% of the popular vote. Their victory reaffirmed the Union’s resolve and

provided a mandate to pursue Reconstruction.

Symbolism and Message

Lincoln’s choice sent a clear message: the Union was committed to reconciliation, and leadership

would come from a coalition of diverse interests. It underscored Lincoln’s pragmatic

approach—oprioritizing Union victory and national healing over sectional or ideological purity.

Legacy and Consequences

Johnson’s vice presidency was short-lived, as he became president after Lincoln’s assassination in



1865. His presidency was marked by conflicts over Reconstruction policies, but his selection as

Lincoln’s running mate remains a testament to Lincoln’s strategic vision of unity.

Conclusion: Decoding Lincoln’s Calculated Choice

The decision to select Andrew Johnson as Lincoln’s running mate in 1864 was driven by a confluence
of strategic, political, and personal factors. Lincoln sought to craft a bipartisan ticket capable of
appealing to a broad spectrum of voters amid a turbulent civil war. Johnson’s Unionist loyalty,
Southern roots, and populist appeal made him an ideal candidate to symbolize the Union’s unity and

the nation’s future reconciliation.

Lincoln’s choice exemplified his pragmatic leadership—prioritizing victory and national healing over rigid
party or sectional loyalties. It demonstrated a keen understanding of the political landscape and a
willingness to bridge divides at a critical juncture. The result was a victory that helped preserve the

Union and set the stage for the challenging post-war Reconstruction era.

In the end, Lincoln’s selection of Andrew Johnson remains one of the most strategic and insightful
decisions in American political history, reflecting a leader’s resolve to preserve the Union by uniting the

nation’s diverse interests behind a common cause.
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