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Southern Democrats in the Crisis of
1876-1877: A Reconsideration of
Reunion and Reaction

By MICHAEL LES BENEDICT

Ix 1951 C. VANN WOODWARD PUBLISHED TWO BOOKS THAT
established him as one of the premier historians of the American
South, a position confirmed by his continued accomplishments. In
one of these, Origins of the New South, Woodward exploded the
myth of southern Bourbonism after Reconstruction. The so-called
Redeemers, he demonstrated, were not the diehard planter reac-
tionaries depicted by Populist and Progressive enemies at the turn
of the century and by historians since that time. Rather, they were
entrepreneurs who shared the values and interests of their northern
counterparts and who opposed the anticapitalist reforms cham-
pioned by such radical dissidents as Thomas Edward (‘‘Tom’’)
Watson, the Georgia agrarian whose life Woodward had chronicled
earlier.! Looking backward from the 1880s and 1890s when these
conservative capitalists were ascendant, Woodward discerned a new
meaning in the end of Reconstruction, one that confirmed the pre-
dominant historical understanding of the 1940s that Reconstruction
embodied an effort by northern capitalists to secure their interests
against renascent western and southern agrarianism.

“These earlier historians had suggested that Republicans had
abandoned their pretense of concern for ex-slaves’ well-being when
it became apparent that southerners no. longer threatened the
economic supremacy of the industrial interests they represented.? In
Origins of the New South and more fully in his second 1951 volume,
Reunion and Reaction: The Compromise of 1877 and the End of

' Woodward, Origins of the New South, 1877-1913 ([Baton Ro'\fge], 1951); Woodward,
Tom Watson: Agrarian Rebel (New York, 1938). -

2 Howard K. Beale, The Critical Year: A Study of Andrew Johnson and Reconstruction
(New York, 1930); Charles A. and Mary R. Beard, The Rise of American Civilization 2
vols., New York, 1927), 11, 98-213; James G. Randall, The Civil War and Reconstruction
(Boston, 1937); William B. Hesseltine, ‘‘Economic Factors in the Abandonment of Recon-
struction,’’ Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXII (September 1935), 191-210.

MR. BENEDICT is associate professor of history at Ohio State University.
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