Born of Awakening and Enlightenment:

American Constitutionalism at a Civilizational Crossroads
Abstract

The American constitutional order was not born of a single intellectual stream but from an uneasy synthesis:
the moral fervor of the Great Awakening and the institutional rationalism of the Enlightenment. This dual
inheritance created a regime uniquely capable of combining moral seriousness with procedural restraint.
Today, however, that synthesis is under stress. The thinning of Enlightenment universalism, fragmentation of
shared moral culture, demographic change, and the rise of civilizational politics have reopened a foundational
question: Is the United States a constitutional project grounded in impersonal law, or a civilizational
inheritance defined by cultural continuity? This article argues that the present turn toward majoritarian cultural
nationalism represents not a revival within the American tradition but a pressure against its constitutional core.
If American liberal democratic-republicanism is to endure, it must renew its moral foundations without
surrendering the primacy of law over identity. The future of the Republic depends on resolving this tension
without collapsing into either technocratic proceduralism or exclusionary civilizationalism.

I. The American Synthesis: Awakening and Enlightenment

The American founding cannot be reduced to Locke alone, nor to covenant theology alone. It was born of
tension — and that tension proved productive.

On one side stood Enlightenment constitutionalism:
e natural rights theory,
e social contract reasoning,
e institutional design premised on ambition counteracting ambition,
e suspicion of concentrated power.
On the other stood the moral energy of revivalist Protestantism:
e covenantal responsibility,
e moral accountability,
e communal discipline,
o the belief that liberty without virtue collapses.

The Declaration speaks in the idiom of universal rights; the Revolution mobilized through sermons and
revivalist networks. Constitutional restraint was paired with moral exhortation. Law structured power; culture
animated participation.

This synthesis produced a regime neither purely secular nor confessional, neither ethnically bounded nor
morally indifferent. It assumed that virtue was necessary — but it did not empower the state to enforce
orthodoxy. It assumed that law must restrain power — but it did not assume law could survive without shared
norms.



The American experiment thus depended on a dynamic equilibrium:
moral culture beneath, constitutional restraint above.

I1. Law and Culture: When Alignment Becomes Tension

Culture is upstream from law in origin. But once a constitutional order exists, a different question emerges:
which governs power?

There are two organizing logics available to any political community:
1. Law as organizing principle
o Legitimacy flows from impersonal constitutional process.
o Majorities are constrained.
o Minority rights are secured by legal architecture.
o Citizenship is civic, not genealogical.
2. Culture as organizing principle
o Legitimacy flows from historical identity.
o Majorities define authenticity.
o Law reflects the dominant cultural inheritance.
o The polity is ethnocultural in self-understanding.

The American founding chose the first — while assuming the second would morally sustain it. Conflict arises
when these diverge.

For much of American history, the tension was manageable because civic identity remained aspirationally
universal even when practice fell short. The Constitution was imperfectly applied, but it was treated as
normative authority. Reform movements appealed to it rather than rejecting it.

Today, the divergence has widened.

I11. The Thinning of Enlightenment Legitimacy

The Enlightenment promise — that procedural neutrality and equal rights could sustain loyalty — appears to
many citizens exhausted.

Several forces contribute:
o Institutional overreach perceived as technocratic and unresponsive.
e Economic dislocation and geographic stratification.
e Cultural fragmentation accelerated by digital media.

e Bureaucratic moralization under the banner of inclusion.



o  Elite rhetoric detached from lived experience.

Procedural liberalism, when detached from moral meaning, feels thin. Constitutional language alone does not
generate belonging. The founders assumed virtue; they did not assume value neutrality.

As shared moral language thins, citizens search for thicker forms of identity. Civilizational politics emerges not
merely as reaction, but as substitute.

IV. The Rise of Civilizational Majoritarianism

Recent political rhetoric increasingly frames the United States not primarily as a constitutional project, but as a
civilizational inheritance to be defended. The vocabulary shifts:

e from citizenship to belonging,

e from equal protection to cultural preservation,

e from pluralism to authenticity,

e from institutional restraint to demographic urgency.

This shift is not limited to fringe movements. It appears in conferences, manifestos, and policy proposals that
argue freedom and markets must be subordinated to faith, family, community, and national continuity.

The argument is not wholly without force. Markets require moral sentiments. Law requires trust. A regime
cannot survive pure relativism.

Yet there is a critical distinction between:
e moral renewal within constitutional guardrails, and
e state-backed consolidation of cultural primacy.

The first strengthens liberal democratic-republicanism.
The second alters its architecture.

V. Immigration, Assimilation, and the Boundary Question

Rapid demographic change intensifies these pressures. Immigration — especially when perceived as
unmanaged — provokes anxiety about cohesion and shared norms.

Three distinct questions are often collapsed into one:
1. Border governance and lawful entry.
2. Assimilation to civic norms.
3. Ethno-cultural boundary enforcement.

The American tradition historically emphasized assimilation to constitutional ideals — not to ancestry or
lineage. Civic incorporation meant learning the language of law, participating in institutions, and pledging
allegiance to the constitutional order.



When assimilation becomes coded as cultural homogeneity rather than civic integration, the regime’s identity
shifts from project to inheritance.

That shift has profound consequences. If belonging is defined by heritage rather than adherence to law, equal
citizenship becomes conditional.

VI. The DEI Controversy and Constitutional Inclusion

Debates over diversity, equity, and inclusion reveal a deeper fracture.

There are at least three analytically distinct phenomena:
1. Constitutional inclusion — enforcement of equal protection and non-discrimination.
2. Bureaucratic compliance regimes — mandated ideological affirmation or speech policing.
3. Civilizational exclusion projects — narrowing who counts as fully legitimate.

Conflating these produces conceptual confusion.

The American constitutional project, properly understood, demands inclusion consistent with unalienable
rights. That is not a deviation from Western tradition; it is an extension of it.

When critics frame inclusion itself as civilizational erosion, they implicitly redefine the West not as
universalist legal order, but as heritage possession.

This is a pivotal turn.

VII. Compound Consequences for Democratic Resilience

From a strategic perspective, the stakes are larger than domestic politics. Democratic resilience depends on
legitimacy.

If law remains primary:
e Electoral defeat is temporary.
o Compromise is tolerable.
e Institutions retain authority.
If culture becomes primary:
o Electoral defeat feels existential.
e Compromise becomes betrayal.
e Courts and bureaucracies are seen as obstacles to the “real nation.”

Such dynamics increase internal brittleness. They invite polarization and make political competition resemble
zero-sum struggle. In a world of compound geopolitical competition, adversaries need not defeat such a society
militarily. They amplify fractures.



The shift from constitutional universalism to civilizational majoritarianism alters alliance logic as well. Post-
1945 Western cohesion rested on shared legal norms. A redefinition of the West as identity bloc undermines
that predictability.

VIII. The Roman Warning

Historical analogies are imperfect, but instructive. Rome did not collapse solely from external invasion. Its
universalist civic identity narrowed. Xenophobia and internal fracture preceded external defeat.

When “Roman” ceased to mean participation in a civic project and came to mean guarded inheritance, the
republic’s adaptive capacity declined.

The American experiment risks a parallel if it abandons universalist civic identity in favor of conditional
belonging.

IX. Renewal Without Regression

The solution is not technocratic proceduralism devoid of moral meaning. Nor is it confessional or ethnic
consolidation.

The task is harder:
e Re-inhabit constitutionalism with moral seriousness.
e Re-anchor civic identity in shared responsibility rather than shared ancestry.
e Reinforce assimilation to constitutional ideals while rejecting coercive ideological conformity.
e Restore trust in institutions through competence and accountability.

Periodic moral awakenings may indeed be necessary. But revival must submit to constitutional guardrails. The
Founders embedded pluralism precisely to prevent sectarian capture.

X. Consequences for American Liberal Democratic-Republicanism
Going forward, three trajectories are possible:
1. Civic Renewal Path

Moral culture strengthens within constitutional boundaries. Inclusion and assimilation are balanced. Law
remains primary. Democratic resilience stabilizes.

2. Technocratic Drift

Procedural liberalism continues without moral renewal. Legitimacy thins further. Civilizational backlash
intensifies.



3. Civilizational Consolidation

Cultural majoritarianism reshapes institutions. Law becomes instrument rather than referee. Democratic
competition hardens. Internal volatility rises.

The first preserves the American synthesis.
The second invites the third.

Conclusion: Law Must Discipline Culture

The American republic was born of awakening and enlightenment — fervor and restraint. Its survival depends
on maintaining that tension without allowing one pole to consume the other.

Moral culture is indispensable. But when culture seeks primacy over law, the constitutional experiment
transforms.

The defining question of this generation is not external civilizational clash. It is whether the United States
remains a civic constitutional project or becomes a bounded cultural inheritance.

If the former prevails, liberal democratic-republicanism may yet renew itself.
If the latter dominates, the Republic will not collapse overnight — but it will change in kind.

The founders assumed virtue. They designed law to restrain power.
Our task is to ensure that renewal strengthens the design rather than replacing it.

The future of the American experiment lies not in choosing awakening over enlightenment, nor enlightenment
over awakening — but in remembering why they were fused in the first place.



