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"The American Proposition rests on
the more traditional conviction that
there are truths; that they can be
known, that they must be held..."—
John Courtney Murray.

Introduction

uly 4, 2026, marked the 250th

anniversary of the Declaration

of Independence, a milestone

that invites reflection not only
on the origins of the United States but
also on the enduring significance of the
American constitutional experiment.
More than a historical commemoration,
the anniversary offers an opportunity to
reconsider one of the most influential
political experiments in modern history
and, through it, to reflect on the future of
constitutional liberal democracy itself.
The Declaration of 1776 marked not
only the birth of a new nation but also the
emergence of a constitutional model that
profoundly influenced the development
of liberal democracies around the world.!

Few nations have inspired such
sharply contrasting judgments as the
United States. To some, it represents
one of history's most successful
experiments in constitutional liberty; to
others, it symbolizes the contradictions
and failures of modern democracy. Yet
beyond these competing narratives lies a
more fundamental question: how has the
American constitutional experiment
endured for two and a half centuries
despite a catastrophic civil war,
severe economic depression, profound
social conflict, and unprecedented
technological transformation?

This article argues that the durability
of the American Republic cannot be
explained by constitutional design
alone. The Constitution established the
institutional framework of liberty, but
its resilience depended equally upon
two less visible foundations: social
capital—generated by families, religious
communities, voluntary associations,
and other intermediary institutions—
and moral capital, the shared ethical
convictions that enable a free society
to govern itself before it is governed by
law.2

The same perspective also offers a
framework for understanding the chal-
lenges confronting liberal democracies
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today. As social cohesion weakens and
moral consensus erodes, constitutional
institutions alone become increasingly
insufficient to preserve civic trust, demo-
cratic participation, and the rule of law.
The recent emergence of artificial intelli-
gence did not create this crisis; neverthe-
less, it has significantly accelerated many
of its underlying dynamics by reshaping
communication, public discourse, and
human relationships.

The question, therefore, is not simply
whether the American experiment has
succeeded. Rather, it is whether the moral
and cultural foundations that sustained
it remain sufficiently strong to preserve
constitutional freedom in the twenty-first
century. The answer, perhaps inevitably,
is both affirmative and cautionary. Ame-
rica has demonstrated an extraordinary
capacity for institutional self-correction,
yet the conditions that once made that re-
silience possible can no longer be taken
for granted. The American experience
thus becomes more than a national story:
it offers a lens through which to reflect
on the future of constitutional democracy
itself.?

1. The Intellectual and Moral
Foundations of the American
Experiment

The American Republic was born in
1776, but the principles that inspired it
matured over more than two millennia.
The originality of the Founding Fathers
consisted not so much in inventing a
new political philosophy but rather in
weaving together into a constitutional
order, capable of reconciling liberty
with law, individual rights with civic
responsibility, and democracy with
limited government, three enduring
traditions—the classical heritage of
Greece and Rome, the Judeo-Christian
moral vision, and Enlightenment political
thought.*

Understanding these foundations is
essential for evaluating the American
experiment after 250 years. The central
questions remain those that have

accompanied Western political thought
since antiquity: What is the source
of political authority? Is government
accountable to a higher law? Can liberty
survive without virtue? Philadelphia
did not invent these questions, yet it
gave them one of their most enduring
constitutional expressions.

The Classical Heritage
The

experiment reach back to ancient
Greece. Athens offered the earliest
sustained experience of democratic
self-government while also revealing
democracy's fragility. Institutions alone
could not preserve freedom without civic
virtue and commitment to the common
good.®

Rome transformed these insights into
a more durable constitutional tradition.
Above all, Cicero argued that authentic
law reflects an objective moral order
accessible to human reason rather than
the will of rulers: "True law is right
reason in agreement with nature; it is of
universal application, unchanging and
everlasting."¢

Law, therefore, precedes political
power and binds rulers as well as citizens.

first roots of the American

The Judeo-Christian Contribution
Christianity transformed the classical

heritage by grounding human dignity
in the belief that every person is created
in the image of God.” Political authority
thus became morally limited, since every
ruler, like every citizen, remained subject
to a higher law.

St. Thomas Aquinas completed this
synthesis through the doctrine of natural
law, arguing that human reason can
recognize universal moral principles
because it participates in the Creator's
eternal law.® This intellectual tradition
forms the indispensable background
of the Declaration of Independence's
appeal to "the Laws of Nature and of
Nature's God."® As the Declaration's
principal drafter, Thomas Jefferson gave
classic expression to the convergence of
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classical philosophy and biblical faith:
rights are not granted by governments
but recognized because they arise from
the nature of the human person and,
ultimately, from the Creator.

The Enlightenment and
Constitutional Liberty

The third pillar of the American
experiment emerged from the political
philosophy of John Locke. Building
upon the natural-law tradition, Locke
argued that governments exist by the
consent of the governed to protect pre-
existing rights and lose their legitimacy
when they fundamentally violate that
trust.’® Jefferson's affirmation of the
rights to "life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness" clearly reflects this influence
while placing it within a broader moral
vision.

The American Founding, however,

cannot be reduced to Enlightenment
liberalism alone. Its originality lay
precisely in the convergence of the three
traditions described above. Classical
republicanism contributed civic virtue
and constitutional balance; Christianity
affirmed the dignity of the person and
the existence of a higher moral law;
the Enlightenment articulated the
principles of consent, individual liberty,
and limited government. Together they
found institutional expression in the
Constitution of 1787 through federalism,
the separation of powers, and a carefully
balanced system of checks and balances. !

Franklin's Enduring Challenge

Franklin captured the
significance  of that achievement
at the close of the Constitutional

Convention. As he left Independence
Hall on September 17, 1787, Elizabeth

Benjamin

Willing Powel asked him whether the
Convention had produced "a republic,
or a monarchy?" Franklin's celebrated
reply has become one of the defining
summaries of constitutional government:
"A republic, if you can keep it."!2

Franklin understood that constitutions
cannot preserve themselves. Institutions
may restrain power, but they cannot create
the civic virtue upon which republican
government ultimately depends. Rights
require responsibility, and liberty requires
self-government.

More than two centuries later,
Franklin's warning remains remarkably
contemporary. The question is no longer
whether the Founders created one of
history's most influential constitutional
systems. The more pressing question—
and the one guiding the remainder of
this essay—is whether the intellectual,
moral, and cultural foundations that
once sustained the American experiment
remain sufficiently strong to preserve it in
the twenty-first century.

2. America as a Laboratory of

Democratic Renewal

The history of the United States
demonstrates that constitutional
democracy is never a finished

achievement but an ongoing process of
renewal. The resilience of the American
experiment has depended not only on
constitutional institutions but also on
the capacity of society to recover its
founding principles during periods of
profound crisis. Franklin's warning that
a republic must be "kept" has repeatedly
found confirmation throughout American
history."

The Civil War constituted the
Republic's greatest trial. More Americans
died between 1861 and 1865 than in all
subsequent wars combined. The conflict
exposed the contradiction between the
universal principles proclaimed in the
Declaration of Independence and the
persistence of slavery. Thomas Jefferson
himself, despite affirming that "all men
are created equal," remained unable to
resolve that contradiction in his own
lifetime. Yet the abolition of slavery and
the preservation of the Union proved an
extraordinary capacity within the US for
constitutional self-correction.'

A century later, the Civil Rights
Movement again appealed not to
revolutionary principles but to the nation's
constitutional and moral inheritance. In
his Letter from Birmingham Jail, Martin
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Luther King Jr. invoked the Declaration
of Independence, the Constitution, St.
Augustine, and St. Thomas Aquinas in
arguing that "an unjust law is no law at
all."** By grounding civil disobedience in
both constitutional ideals and natural law,
King showed that democratic renewal
often depends upon recovering the
principles on which democracy itself was
founded rather than abandoning them.
What  enabled the  American
constitutional order to survive such crises?
Political institutions alone cannot explain
this resilience. Aristotle had already
observed that stable political communities
ultimately depend upon a broad and
virtuous middle class capable of sustaining
the common good.'® Tocqueville reached
a similar conclusion during his travels
through the United States, attributing
the strength of American democracy
not primarily to its Constitution but to

the vitality of its families, churches,
local communities, and voluntary
associations.'” Catholic Social Teaching
later expressed the same intuition through
the principle of subsidiarity, while the
Jesuit theologian John Courtney Murray,
whose reflections on the "American
Proposition" profoundly shaped Catholic
thought on constitutional democracy,
argued that constitutional democracy
ultimately rests upon a moral consensus
generated by civil society rather than by
political institutions alone.'®

Modern sociology has largely confirmed
these insights. Robert Bellah described
this shared ethical inheritance as America's
"civil religion," a public moral tradition
capable of uniting citizens of different
religious convictions around common
civic ideals.” More recently, Robert
Putnam documented the progressive
decline of precisely those intermediary

institutions that once generated social
trust and civic engagement. His influential
study Bowling Alone showed that
participation in voluntary associations,
religious communities, and civic
organizations has steadily diminished
during recent decades, weakening the
social capital upon which democratic life
depends.®

The American experience therefore
suggests that constitutional liberty is
preserved not only by institutions but
also by the moral and social fabric
that sustains them. When intermediary
institutions prosper, democracy possesses
the capacity to renew itself. When they
decline, constitutional structures become
increasingly fragile. This transition
provides the key to understanding the
new challenges confronting not only the
United States but liberal democracies
more generally.
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3. New Challenges to Constitutional
Democracy

The greatest challenges confronting
the American experiment today differ
fundamentally from those it successfully
overcame in the past. Earlier crises—
civil war, economic depression, or the
struggle for civil rights—tested the
Republic from within while leaving
largely intact the moral and cultural
foundations that sustained constitutional
life. The contemporary crisis is
different because it affects those very
foundations. It concerns not simply
political institutions but the shared
assumptions that make constitutional
democracy possible.

The gradual erosion of social and moral
capital has weakened the intermediary
institutions  that once connected
individuals to the common good.
Families have become more fragile,
participation in religious communities
and voluntary associations has declined,
and a growing culture of individualism
has reduced the capacity to generate the
trust and civic responsibility upon which
democratic life depends. As Robert
Putnam demonstrated, the decline of
these institutions represents not merely a
sociological change but a transformation
in the conditions that sustain democracy
itself.?!

This cultural transformation has also
altered the relationship between
morality and law. Where societies
once relied upon broadly shared ethical
convictions, they increasingly depend
upon legal regulation to preserve public
order. As common moral norms weaken,
legislation inevitably expands in an
effort to regulate conduct once guided
by custom, personal responsibility,
or community expectations. Harvey
Silverglate illustrates this phenomenon
in Three Felonies a Day, arguing that
the proliferation of criminal statutes
has become so extensive that ordinary
citizens may unknowingly violate
criminal provisions in the course of
everyday life.? The United States
consequently possesses both the world's
largest incarcerated population in
absolute terms and by far the highest
incarceration rate among constitutional
liberal democracies, ranking globally
just behind a small number of countries
such as El Salvador and Cuba.?
Law, increasingly and excessively,
compensates for the decline of culture.

This  development  reflects a
broader philosophical transformation.
Nietzsche's famous proclamation that
"God is dead" anticipated not simply
the decline of religious belief but the
difficulty of sustaining a common moral
order once transcendent foundations
disappear.** Twentieth-century thinkers
such as Augusto Del Noce, Charles
Taylor, and Jiirgen Habermas likewise
warned that democratic societies cannot
indefinitely preserve freedom while
eroding the ethical traditions from
which that freedom emerged. Catholic
Social Teaching has expressed the same
concern by insisting that democracy
requires objective moral principles and
a correct understanding of the dignity of
the human person.?

Artificial Intelligence has not created
these tendencies, but it has accelerated
them. Digital technologies increasingly
mediate human relationships, public
discourse, and access to knowledge,
while  algorithmic =~ communication
encourages fragmentation, ideological
polarization, and informational isolation.
The result is not only a technological
transformation but an anthropological
one, affecting the very capacity for
dialogue, trust, and shared meaning upon
which democratic life depends.

Forthisreason,the Americanexperience
transcends national boundaries. The
weakening of social cohesion, the
crisis of shared moral reference points,
and the growing dependence upon
technological mediation characterize
many constitutional democracies. Pope
Leo XIV has similarly observed that
the contemporary international order is
witnessing a progressive weakening of
multilateral cooperation and diplomacy
in favor of increasingly fragmented
forms of geopolitical competition.?
The challenges facing the United States
therefore anticipate broader questions
confronting liberal democracies
throughout the world.

Ultimately, the future of constitutional
democracy will depend less upon
constitutional revision than upon the
renewal of the moral and cultural
foundations that first made constitutional
liberty possible.

Conclusion

The questions raised at the beginning
of this essay now admit a clearer answer.
The American constitutional experiment
has endured for 250 years not simply

because of the wisdom of its institutional
design but Dbecause constitutional
institutions were sustained by a rich
fabric of social capital and moral
capital. The Constitution established
the framework of liberty; intermediary
institutions, shared moral convictions,
and civic responsibility enabled that
framework to endure through civil war,
economic crisis, and profound social
transformation.

Today, however, the greatest challenge
to constitutional democracy no longer
lies primarily in institutional design but
in the gradual erosion of the cultural
and ethical foundations upon which
free institutions ultimately depend. The
decline of intermediary institutions, the
fragmentation of shared moral reference
points, and the growing influence
of technologies that reshape human
relationships and public discourse have
created an unprecedented anthropological
challenge. Artificial Intelligence did not
originate this transformation, but it has
accelerated many of its most significant

consequences.
For this reason, the American
experience  possesses  significance

far beyond the United States. Many
constitutional democracies now
confront similar dynamics: declining
civic participation, weakening
social cohesion, increasing political
polarization, legislative expansion, and
growing uncertainty about the moral
foundations of democratic life. The
American experiment therefore remains
a valuable laboratory—not because it
offers ready-made solutions, but because
it illustrates both the strengths that enable
constitutional systems to endure and the
conditions under which they become
vulnerable.

The coincidence of the United States'
two hundred and fiftieth anniversary
with the election of Pope Leo XIV,
the first American-born Pontiff, offers
a symbolic reminder of this broader
perspective. In Magnifica Humanitas, the
Pope argues that the contemporary crisis
is ultimately anthropological before it
is political or technological. His appeal
for renewed dialogue, solidarity, and the
recovery of the intrinsic dignity of every
human person complements the central
argument of this article: constitutional
democracy ultimately depends upon a
culture capable of sustaining the moral
truths on which freedom itself rests.?’
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Benjamin  Franklin's  celebrated
warning “A republic, if you can keep
it” therefore remains as relevant today
as it was in 1787. Keeping the Republic
is not simply a matter of preserving
constitutional structures; it requires
continually renewing social  trust,
moral responsibility, and the shared
commitment to truth that first made
constitutional liberty possible.

The future of liberal democracy, in
America and elsewhere, will ultimately
depend less upon constitutional reform
than upon the capacity of free societies to
renew the moral and cultural foundations
that sustain both democratic institutions
and the dignity of the human person.?
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