Impeachment An American History

IMPEACHMENT

AN AMERICAN HisToRY

i T
Ty
‘m

a

L=

C- 1

Jon MEACHAM Peter BAKER
oM ANDREW JOHHNSON an BiLe CunToN
Timothy NAFTALI Jeffrev A. ENGEL

onN RicHaro MNixow ON THE CONSTITUTION

ano Donaro TRuMe

Impeachment has played a significant role in American history, serving as a
constitutional mechanism to hold presidents and other federal officials
accountable for misconduct. It is a complex process that intertwines legal,
political, and social dimensions, reflecting the evolving nature of American
democracy. This article explores the history, process, and implications of
impeachment in the United States, highlighting key cases and their impact on
the nation.

Understanding Impeachment

Impeachment is the process by which a sitting president, vice president, or
other federal officials can be removed from office for committing "high
crimes and misdemeanors." The term "high crimes and misdemeanors" is not
explicitly defined in the Constitution, leaving it open to interpretation,
which has led to various applications of the impeachment process throughout
American history.



Historical Origins

The concept of impeachment has roots in English common law, where it was used
as a parliamentary tool to remove officials who abused their power. The
framers of the U.S. Constitution adopted this principle, aiming to establish
a system of checks and balances among the branches of government. Article II,
Section 4 of the Constitution states that "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."

The Impeachment Process

The impeachment process involves several stages, which can be broadly
categorized into two main phases: impeachment by the House of Representatives
and trial by the Senate.

1. Impeachment by the House

The process begins in the House of Representatives, where any member can
introduce articles of impeachment. These articles serve as formal charges
against the official in question. The steps involved include:

1. Introduction of Articles: A member of the House introduces articles of
impeachment, detailing the alleged misconduct.

2. Committee Investigation: The articles are referred to the Judiciary
Committee or another appropriate committee for investigation.

3. Committee Vote: The committee votes on whether to send the articles to
the full House.

4. House Vote: If the committee approves, the full House debates and votes
on the articles. A simple majority is required for impeachment.

If the House approves the articles, the official is impeached, but this does
not mean removal from office.

2. Trial by the Senate

After impeachment, the process moves to the Senate, where a trial is held to
determine whether to convict and remove the official. The steps include:



1. Senate Preparation: The Senate prepares for the trial, often appointing
managers from the House to present the case.

2. Trial Proceedings: Senators act as jurors, hearing evidence and witness
testimonies.

3. Deliberation: After the trial, the Senate deliberates on the evidence
presented.

4. Vote on Conviction: A two-thirds majority is required to convict and
remove the official from office.

If convicted, the official is removed from office, and the Senate may also
vote to disqualify them from holding future office.

Key Cases of Impeachment in American History

Throughout American history, several presidents have faced impeachment
proceedings, reflecting the political landscape of their respective eras.
Here are some key cases:

1. Andrew Johnson (1868)

Andrew Johnson, who succeeded Abraham Lincoln, was impeached primarily due to
his violation of the Tenure of Office Act, which restricted the president's
power to remove certain officeholders without Senate approval. The House of
Representatives approved 11 articles of impeachment, but Johnson was
acquitted by the Senate, falling just one vote short of removal.

2. Richard Nixon (1974)

The Watergate scandal led to Richard Nixon's impending impeachment. The House
Judiciary Committee approved articles of impeachment for obstruction of
justice, abuse of power, and contempt of Congress. However, before the full
House could vote, Nixon resigned, making him the first president in U.S.
history to do so while in office.

3. Bill Clinton (1998)

Bill Clinton was impeached on charges of perjury and obstruction of justice



related to his extramarital affair with Monica Lewinsky. The House approved
two articles of impeachment, but the Senate acquitted Clinton, and he
completed his second term in office.

4. Donald Trump (2019 and 2021)

Donald Trump is the first president to be impeached twice. The first
impeachment in 2019 revolved around allegations of abuse of power and
obstruction of Congress related to Ukraine. The Senate acquitted him. The
second impeachment occurred in January 2021, following the Capitol riot, with
charges of incitement of insurrection. Trump was again acquitted by the
Senate.

The Political Landscape of Impeachment

Impeachment is often viewed through a political lens, raising questions about
its implications for governance and partisanship in the United States. The
process can be divisive, with parties often rallying around their respective
leaders, which complicates the notion of impartial justice.

1. Partisan Divides

Impeachment proceedings can exacerbate partisan divides, leading to a
polarized political environment. For example, the impeachments of Clinton and
Trump saw almost unanimous support from the opposing party and near-unified
opposition from the president's party, illustrating how impeachment can
become a tool for political leverage.

2. Public Perception

Public perception plays a crucial role in the impeachment process. Media
coverage, public opinion polls, and grassroots movements can influence the
actions of lawmakers. For example, during Nixon's impeachment, public outcry
over the Watergate scandal contributed to his decision to resign.

3. The Role of the Judiciary

The judiciary also plays a role in impeachment, particularly regarding the
interpretation of "high crimes and misdemeanors." Supreme Court cases have
set precedents affecting the impeachment process, although the Court
generally refrains from intervening in political matters.



The Future of Impeachment

As American society evolves, so too will the understanding and application of
impeachment. The increasing polarization of politics suggests that future
impeachments may become more common, raising important questions about
accountability, governance, and the limits of executive power.

1. Potential for Future Impeachments

Given the current political climate, future presidents may face impeachment
inquiries over issues ranging from policy decisions to personal conduct. The
precedent set by past impeachments will likely influence how future cases are
approached.

2. Reforms and Legislative Changes

Some lawmakers advocate for reforms to the impeachment process to ensure it
is used judiciously and not as a political weapon. Discussions around clearer
definitions of "high crimes and misdemeanors" and establishing bipartisan
guidelines for impeachment proceedings are ongoing.

Conclusion

Impeachment remains a vital aspect of American governance, embodying the
principles of accountability and checks and balances. Throughout history, it
has served as a mechanism to address serious misconduct by federal officials,
with each case reflecting the political and social context of its time. As
the nation continues to grapple with complex challenges, the future of
impeachment will undoubtedly shape the landscape of American democracy.
Understanding its history and implications is crucial for fostering a more
informed citizenry and ensuring the integrity of the political system.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is impeachment in the context of American
history?

Impeachment in American history refers to the constitutional process through
which a sitting president, vice president, or other federal officials can be
charged with misconduct. It involves the House of Representatives bringing
charges, and the Senate conducting a trial to determine whether to remove the



official from office.

Who were the three U.S. presidents that have been
impeached?

The three U.S. presidents who have been impeached are Andrew Johnson in 1868,
Bill Clinton in 1998, and Donald Trump, who was impeached twice, first in
2019 and again in 2021.

What were the main charges against Andrew Johnson
during his impeachment?

Andrew Johnson was primarily charged with violating the Tenure of Office Act
by attempting to remove Edwin M. Stanton, the Secretary of War, from his
position and replacing him with Lorenzo Thomas.

What was the outcome of Bill Clinton's impeachment
trial?

Bill Clinton was impeached by the House of Representatives in 1998 on charges
of perjury and obstruction of justice, but he was acquitted by the Senate in
1999, remaining in office for the remainder of his term.

What were the charges in Donald Trump's first
impeachment?

Donald Trump's first impeachment in 2019 involved charges of abuse of power
and obstruction of Congress, relating to allegations that he solicited
foreign interference in the 2020 presidential election.

How does the impeachment process begin in the U.S.?

The impeachment process begins in the House of Representatives, where any
member can introduce an impeachment resolution. The House Judiciary Committee
typically investigates and can recommend articles of impeachment, which are
then voted on by the full House.

What role does the Senate play in the impeachment
process?

The Senate conducts the trial for the impeached official. A two-thirds
majority vote is required for conviction and removal from office. If
convicted, the official is removed and may be disqualified from holding any
federal office in the future.
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