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III. Research in Progress at the Institute 

 

A. "'The Consent of the Governed': Studies in the History of Suffrage 

and Disfranchisement in the United States." (Manfred Berg) 

 

The assertion of the Declaration of Independence that "governments derive 

their just powers from the consent of the governed" became one of the great 

promises of American democracy. This phenomenon contributed both to the 

early establishment of white male suffrage and to the subsequent emergence 

of the United States as a paradigm of modern democracies (Tocqueville). 

Thus, a critical inquiry into the history of suffrage may provide instructive 

insight into promise and reality in the development of American democracy. 

Despite an immense bulk of literature, there is no overall narrative, let 

alone a synthesis, of the history of universal suffrage in the United States. 

Many disciplines deal with voting or suffrage, but there are few attempts to 

combine perspectives, approaches, and results. The history of universal 

suffrage itself can provide a such a synthesis, because it discusses the central 

political right that has been claimed at some time or another by all social, 

ethnic, and religious groups settling in America. The basic analytical 

categories that have shaped modern U.S. historiography—class, race, and 

gender—will also serve as guidelines for the study of voting rights. 

The scope of this study will encompass the development of universal 

suffrage in its now widely accepted meaning: the right to participate in 

general, free, equal, immediate, and secret elections as both a voter and a 

candidate. To elaborate on its significance in the American context, the 

introduction will examine the changing interpretations of universal suffrage 

and representation in American political and constitutional theory and the 

relationship between franchise regulations, electoral systems, and 

participation. It will also attempt to establish a typology of disfranchisement. 

In principle, the history of the United States from its colonial 

beginnings to the present will be the frame of reference. The study aims at 

investigating the major driving and inhibiting forces behind suffrage 
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extension, such as wars, both in their continuity over time and at their 

critical points of change. Other central issues will be the strategies of 

suffrage movements, the role of the federal government, the role of the 

judiciary, and the responses of political parties to the demand for franchise. 

By examining how the struggle for voting rights has shaped the American 

political system, the study intends to contribute to the historiography on 

democracy in the United States. 

Assuming the Weberian paradigm that social science "aims at the 

interpretative understanding of social behavior in order to gain an 

explanation of its causes, its course, and its effects," the study will focus on 

general patterns as well as individual events. Theories and concepts of the 

social sciences (e.g. voting behavior) have to be employed, analyzed, and 

empirically tested. While the results of the quantitative "new political 

history" are important, the project does not include actual statistical work. 

The "classical" historical method of interpreting texts to reconstruct and 

comprehend meanings and motives of social action remains the central 

approach. Furthermore, no work that encompasses both the individual and 

the general aspects of a historical topic can be completely convincing 

without a comparative perspective. But, since voting rights in America have 

largely been under the jurisdiction of the states, a full-fledged international 

comparison is simply impossible. 

There is a formidable amount of literature on suffrage from the 

viewpoints of various disciplines. Documents of legal and constitutional 

history, such as proceedings of state constitutional conventions, Supreme 

Court rulings, and so on, will be important sources. Printed and archival 

materials of governmental agencies, political organizations, and individuals 

also provide abundant documentation. 

The following are my working hypotheses: 

– Suffrage and elections have served different functions at different 

times. At least three ideal types of elections can be distinguished: elections 

as a ritual to ensure consensus within a community; elections as a device of 

partisan struggle; and elections as a competitive but peaceful way to settle 

conflicts and make decisions. The extension of universal suffrage is a key 

element in the development of Western pluralist democracies, since they are 

committed to the acknowledgment of conflicting interests and rules of 

procedure. 

– The "Anglo-Saxon" model of evolutionary suffrage extension is 

largely a myth, at least in the American case. Generally, the ballot has been 

obtained only after difficult struggles and persistent efforts by 
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the disfranchised. A historical approach will have to focus on the particular 

events and circumstances, such as wars, that have contributed to the success 

of these demands.  

– The modes of disfranchisement follow a three-stage pattern of 

development: legal disqualification, barriers to exercising the franchise, and 

vote dilution. 

– Among the variety of motives for the denial of voting rights, racism 

has been the most important and most persistent reason for disfranchisement 

in U.S. history. 

– Disfranchisement, including organizational barriers to voting (e.g. 

registration rules), has shaped participation and party competition on both 

the national and state levels for a longer time and to a greater extent than is 

usually assumed. 

– Does suffrage matter? Have the hopes or misgivings associated with 

suffrage extension been justified? While a mixed balance is to be expected, 

a long-term historical assessment will presumably show that the struggle for 

the franchise has paid off.  

In the Western legal tradition, suffrage is conceived as an individual 

right of citizens. However, voting itself serves to aggregate collective 

interests. In a fragmented and multiethnic society like that of America, the 

claim for group representation bears considerable centrifugal potential. 

While, in the past, disfranchisement was frequently intended to preserve 

social and political stability by excluding what were viewed as forces of 

disintegration, the United States is now in a period of transition, when 

preferential group representation is employed as a device of political 

integration. 

 

B. "Exploitation by Integration: Intellectual Reparations or Scientific 

Transfer? The Use of German Technology and Scientists by the Allies 

after 1945 in Electronics, Optics, and Precision Mechanics." (Matthias 

Judt) 

 

Since the end of the Cold War and the unification of Germany, research on 

the postwar period has been enlivened by new possibilities to analyze source 

materials that were inaccessible until 1989. In addition to carrying out new 

studies on the period, scholars have discussed and re-examined previous 

findings. 

One area under examination is the nature of the reparations Germany paid 

after 1945 that contributed to the reconstruction of Europe. Most 


