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Abstract The core elements of modern democracy are citizens who share 
equally in mutually-compatible basic rights, serve as the final decision-makers 
on the community’s constitution, and choose whom to be entrusted with 
legislative and executive powers, while at the same time wielding final veto 
power over the present government. The rule of the majority in modern 
democracy is no longer a fundamental principle, but rather a derivative principle 
the validity of which is based on the above-mentioned core elements. 
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摘要 现代民主的核心元素是公民平等分享基本权利，成为共同体宪法的最终裁定

者并决定立法与行政权的最终归属，同时享有对现政府的最终否决权。多数决定的

程序性原则在现代民主之中已不再是基本原则，而是从上述核心元素中派生出的原

则。 
 
关键词 民主，人民，公民，治理，个人权利 

1  

No political community can be held together and maintained without government. 
Among the various types of government that have existed in history, democracy 
is one of the most essential. Clearly, there is enormous tension within this 
statement; to put it in a different way, democracy is a concept with narrow 
intension and broad extension. Thus, any deeper investigation will concretize the 
concept as well as reinterpret and redefine democracy both in terms of theory and 
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practice. As a result, the forthcoming clarification is not meant to stipulate the 
single meaning of democracy, but to expose its multiple meanings. The word 
democracy derives from the ancient Greek word dēmokratia (δημοκρατία) 
(literally, rule by the people)1. This classic concept provides the foundational 
criterion for all philosophical arguments on democracy, as well as the standard 
and goal for the establishment and evaluation of various democratic institutions 
in the real world. However, as the etymology shows, the concept is composed of 
two single concepts, which taken both separately and together contain a series of 
issues. First, what is the “people”? Is it the persons who constitute the “people” 
or is it the quality of “people-ness”? Second, how is government made possible 
and realized, institutionally and technically?  

Today, “people” literally refers to all individuals; in practical usage, “people” 
also refers to humanity as a whole, for example “people of the world,” or, the 
substantial existence of human beings within a political community, e.g. “people 
of China.” However, this ordinary interpretation is only valid in a literal sense. 
With a specific community in the real world, the boundary of the “people” is 
always specified, and the qualification of being a member of the “people” is 
always stipulated and conferred according to certain political principles. In 
modern times, these primary political principles are established and implemented 
mainly by states or state-like political communities; hence, “people” frequently 
gains its definitive meaning by referring to those communities. Furthermore, in 
Western traditions, “people” has long been used to designate the whole of a 
political community while emphasizing its membership, which reflects the 
constituents’ political and moral qualities, as well as their will and determination. 
Hence, we see that “people” is not a natural concept but a political concept that 
comes into being and makes sense only under specified political principles. Even 
the previous statement that “people” literally designates all individuals within a 
community is based on a political perspective.   

When the concept “people” is defined within the compound noun 
“democracy,” its meaning becomes narrow and specialized, as does the practical 
meaning of “democracy.” In the Athenian city-state, the exemplar of ancient 
democracy, only citizens, a minority of all the city’s residents, were “people” in 
this sense. Not only were slaves and aliens excluded from citizenship, but also 
were the wives and children of the citizens. “Rule by people” was “rule by the 
minority of male adults” within this context. Athenian democracy is not only 
representative of ancient democracy, but also the most typical model of direct 
democracy; however, even in this model, only a handful of people are in essence 
qualified to rule. Furthermore, fewer are actually governing. Therefore, “rule” is 

                                                   
1 The roots of the word are dēmos (δημος), “people, the mob, the many,” and kratos (κρατος), 
“rule” or “power.” 
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a kind of “domination.”  
Herein, Aristotle’s classic analysis of ancient Greek city-states’ citizens will be 

investigated in order to clarify the quality and quantity of the people who ruled 
Athenian democracy, and to prepare to uncover further the general characteristics 
of the concept of the “people” within democracy. To be sure, the analysis itself is 
a formidable task, considering the vastly differing usages and hence different 
meanings of “citizen,” “people,” and similar concepts in various contexts among 
Aristotle’s works. The way to overcome these difficulties has in fact been pointed 
out by Aristotle: the government determines the citizenry. Therefore, I hereafter 
will interpret the “people” of democracy and the characteristics of the citizen by 
identifying how governmental power is shared, in what way, and in which form 
of government.  

Aristotle noted, “Now we see that governments differ in kind... The citizen 
then of necessity differs under each form of government” (Aristotle 1988, 
1275a38–1275b1).2 And, “[S]ince there are many forms of government there 
must be many varieties of citizens” (Ibid., p. 58). This fundamental and classic 
statement is still in large part valid today. Aristotle’s original idea was that the 
political institution of a city state determined who was entitled to rule, as well as 
the purviews of different qualifications or strata of society. This statement means 
that the various city states of ancient Greece had different governments which 
defined citizenship in different ways, and hence different purviews of rule. Today, 
this sort of phenomenon not only exists but also is pervasive.  

We can generalize from Aristotle’s analysis three types of citizens. First, the 
citizen is the ruler or governor in the strict sense (as compared with the second 
type of citizen): Aristotle said that citizens were people who participated in 
judicature and governing (Aristotle 1988, 1275b19–20).3 Aristotle listed three 
forms of government, namely monarchy, aristocracy, and polity, among which 
sovereignty is always held by the minority. Relative to the previous two forms, 
the polity diffuses power to more people, who, however, are required to be 
warriors: only warriors who “have arms” can share in political power (Aristotle 
1984, 1268a18–26).4 In normal situations, citizenship within monarchies and 
aristocracies is not limited to the rulers but is also granted to the legitimate 
members of the city state, and the meaning of “citizen” is simply person of a city 
state. Generally speaking, the reason citizens become citizens is that their 
interests will be taken care of within all these three governments (or good 

                                                   
2 The translation of The Politics used in this edition is taken from Jonathan Barnes, ed., The 
Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Translation. 
3 “He who has the power to take part in the deliberative or judicial administration of any state 
is said by us to be a citizen of that state.” 
4 Also compare to 1279b1–3, 1297b1, 1304 a20–40, 1306a20–30. 



The concept of democracy 625 

constitutions). Aristotle noted that if these peoples’ interests are not looked after, 
they can no longer be called citizens (Aristotle 1988, 1279 a17–21).5 Though a 
fairly vague definition, this includes a very important distinction; that is, among 
the three forms of government, citizens are divided into two tiers or strata. The 
lower tier is composed of all the legitimate members of the city state, i.e. the 
common citizens, and the upper tier of the citizens entitled to rule, i.e. the rulers. 
If the legitimate members’ interests are not safeguarded, they will lose the 
elements of their citizenship, and cease to be citizens. Thus, citizens are the same 
as rulers. Moreover, when defining the executive power of the polity, Aristotle 
said it can only be controlled by warriors, and only the latter are citizens (Ibid.).6 
Obviously the definition of citizen herein is based on a different criterion from 
that defining the previous usage of citizen, yet it too clearly indicates the 
characteristics of the first type of citizen, who, as compared with the legitimate 
members of the city state, can only be in the minority.  

The second type of citizen is identical with the legitimate members of a city 
state, the vast majority of whom are not entitled to participate in judicature and 
governance. Due to the complexity of ancient Greek city states’ institutions, it 
can only be discreetly asserted here that the minority of them could be rulers; 
however, as has just been mentioned, their interests must be attended to in all 
three forms of government. In eclectic situations, they have certain qualified 
political powers, such as taking part in deliberations and trials. This is another 
type of citizen or free man mentioned by Aristotle: Solon and other legislators 
conferred on these individuals the power of selecting and checking the officials 
(or executives) (Aristotle 1984, 1281b30).7  Citizens of this type, as far as their 
function is concerned, are similar in many aspects to the citizens in modern 
indirect democracies, though the foundations of their entitlements are 
considerately different.   

The third type of “citizen” is closest to the literal meaning of “people” in the 
word democracy, designating all official members of a city state who are entitled 
to participate in government and judicature. Athens’ direct democracy was 
possible and could be implemented in practice only if citizens in this sense 
existed. Nevertheless, this type of citizen did not exist in all three forms of 
government, but rather only in democracy, which was regarded by Aristotle as 
the devolved form of polity. Though democracy has multiple forms, the typical 
democracy presented by Aristotle was characterized by strict observation of the 

                                                   
5 Constitutions which aim at the good life for the citizens are true constitutions, those which 
aim at the good of the rulers only are perversions (Aristotle 1988, 1279 a17–21). 
6 Also compare to Aristotle 1988, 1279b1–3, 1297b1, 1304a20–40, 1306a20–30. 
7 “[,,] for this reason Solon and certain other legislators give them the power of electing to 
offices, and of calling the magistrates to account.” 
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principles of equality. “In such democracy, the law says that it is just for the poor 
to have no more advantage than the rich; and that neither should be masters, but 
both equal…” (Ibid., 1301b35).8 The background of Aristotle’s emphasis on 
equality is the specific relationship between property and political rights: a 
certain amount of property is the prerequisite for participating in government. 
Hence the characteristics of the typical democracy lie in the fact that the 
entitlement to rule is not dependent on the situation of property, but only on 
whether they were free men. Thus, all citizens equally shared in political power 
to the maximum degree (Aristotle 1984, 1291b35). 

2  

The above analysis is very helpful to our understanding of the “people” within 
democracy, since Aristotle’s discourse not only makes clear the important 
principle that the government determines who is a citizen, and characterizes the 
people within democracy by comparison with those within other governments, 
but also enables us to establish several models of citizenry based on his analysis. 
With this foundation, we now can lay out a more general analysis.   

In the concept of democracy, the people are integrated with the power of and 
right to governing, and cannot be comprehended without reference to this power 
and right. Today, it might be intuitively thought that the definition of people is 
prior to that of democracy; this, however, is due to the fact that political 
conceptions upholding democracy have been deeply embedded in people’s 
mindset. The complexity involved in their relationship will be exposed only if the 
discussion goes further. Democracy, as a political institution in a real 
social-historical context, has always been initiated, advocated, and established by 
a few people, and cannot be presented in a perfect form in its early stages — 
rather it has developed gradually. Accordingly, the sharing of the entitlement to 
governing within democracy was not established in its early days, but evolved 
step by step, extending from the minority’s privileges to the majority’s universal 
entitlements. In real politics, the evolution of rights-sharing is related to the 
checks and balances between different groups’ interests, concepts, powers, and 
inclinations. The “people” of early democracy certainly had a very clear meaning, 
but it could not be utterly unambiguous and was often qualified by matters like 
gender, birth, capacity, and property. Theoretically, the “people” of democracy, 
namely the citizens, have considerable universality, which extends to various 

                                                   
8 “[..] as I was saying before, men agree that justice in the abstract is proportion, but they differ 
in that some think that if they are equal in any respect they are equal absolutely, others that if 
they are unequal in any respect they should be unequal at all.” 
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degrees within different theoretical systems; however, practical restrictions and 
qualifications are also manifested in these theories, which are exemplified by the 
distinction prevalent in the 18th and 19th centuries between the positive citizen 
and negative citizen. The latter are not only unable to take part in governing but 
also are excluded from many other rights, and are viewed as incomplete agents 
who, unlike the lowest citizens in ancient Athens, account for most of the 
population.  

Today, the “people” of democracy is understood to its furthest extent, 
encompassing everyone but only having significance within a specific 
political community. Those who share power in government are in practice 
still a part of the people; however, the distinguishing criteria are no longer 
political or social, but natural and legal, such as the qualification of a 
citizen’s age and the conditions based on which citizenship is granted or 
political rights are taken away. However, modern democracy and ancient 
Greek democracy are considerably different in content, form, and ways of 
participation; hence, the individuals who are not entitled to such political 
rights as participating in elections and being elected still enjoy the right and 
power of democratic participation on other levels — for example, in 
political deliberation.  

This extensive definition of the “people” is based on individual rights. In 
theory, every individual’s equal and compatible sharing of basic rights is the 
ultimate basis on which the “people” of democracy is logically defined. Since 
these rights are owned by every member of the political community, 
“citizens” and “people” in the Aristotelian sense overlap in modern society to 
a great extent. Therefore, comprehending individual rights, especially basic 
rights and their priority, is the precondition of comprehending the “people” of 
democracy in the modern age. Furthermore, besides political rights, the 
principle of rights also defines the strata of the “people” of democracy. Those 
qualifications not only assure the rule of the people, but also assure that the 
rule of the people will not be used to oppress the people. The principle of 
basic rights circumscribes a self-determined individual domain which 
democratic politics can protect but cannot cancel or oppose. This is vitally 
important to democracy since it ensures democracy as the broadest 
foundation of the people, which, as its necessary and ideal condition, is the most 
reliable guarantee of democracy. 

Thus, there is a complicated and profound relationship between modern 
democracy and the principle of individual rights; on the basic principles of the 
democratic path and adherence thereto, people can determine to what extent 
they should unconditionally protect individual rights, but cannot achieve the 
goal of canceling and opposing those basic rights. In contrast, the universality 
contained in the basic rights also defined draws the line which democracy 
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cannot cross. This relationship is pivotal to comprehending the so-called 
“people” of modern democracy.9 However, it needs to be emphasized that 
democracy can not be used to oppose itself — this idea will be explored in the 
following paragraphs.  

We will now discuss the second issue: how the governance of democracy is 
realized. Here, the conception of democracy is always questioned: in a political 
community, the people who can effectively govern and are needed to govern are, 
in practice, always in the minority. Generally, this is related to practical 
conditions and the limitations of technology. However, the Aristotelian statement 
that government determines citizenship has already been explained: if it is 
impossible for people to participate widely in governing, democracy is nonsense, 
for governance without the wide participation of the people can be any type of 
governance but democracy. How to rule in this sense is a fundamental issue 
related to democracy. Hereafter I will try to justify the principle of government 
from a basic level.  

The governance of a community can be divided into two parts: deliberation 
and administration. In the governance of primitive communities, the two parts 
are not clearly distinguished, a fact which is revealed not so much by the 
activities themselves but by the fact that the administrators and deliberators often 
overlap and that the division of labor is unclear. The situation is roughly the same 
regardless of whether the system is monarchy, aristocracy, or democracy. 
Furthermore, democracy is in essence deliberation-administration as one, 
analytically or empirically. Only under such circumstances can the governance of 
people be directly carried out while also maintaining internal and external 
coherence. For, according to the definition of democracy, all affairs of 
governance shall be handled by all citizens; according to the original meaning of 
democracy, people cannot find a sufficient basis to define a part of citizenry as 
deliberators and another part as administrators. The reasonable and internally 
coherent conclusion from this is that all citizens jointly participate in deliberative 
activities like people’s assemblies and in administrative affairs like the 
management of street lamps and diplomacy. Some highly technical and 
specialized matters might require specific talents, for example military command. 
However, even in an ideal direct-participatory democracy, such a division of 
labor usually adversely weakens democracy, so that the army becomes a power 

                                                   
9 Schumpeter thought, “[T]his relation between democracy and freedom is not absolutely 
stringent and can be tampered with” (Schumpeter 1975, p. 272). This statement can certainly 
be proven valid by empirical studies or historical facts; however, our discourse shall not be 
restricted to stating the facts, but rather extended to a general justification for equal rights in a 
society where morality, intelligence, experience, and economy are immensely diversified. In 
addition, since this stipulation is valid in that it excludes the excuses by which individual rights 
can be removed, we must acknowledge it as a fact, or in Kantian words, a fact of “verstand.”  
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or domain independent of citizens’ control. Hereby we can conclude that the 
division of labor in governing, whether professional or general, is unavoidable 
and inherent, and that it erodes and disintegrates democracy from the very 
beginning. This is the central paradox of democracy, predestined in both theory 
and practice. Yet, this issue has been widely ignored by various modern theories 
of democracy.  

Thus, it is clear that democracy itself has the following requirements: (1) 
everyone has equal intellectual capacities that enable them to make independent 
judgments and decisions relative to various affairs of the community; (2) 
everyone has the equal administrative capacities that are required for community 
governance; (3) the ideal conditions for all citizens jointly deliberating and 
administrating exist. These conditions include freedom from poverty, sufficient 
leisure, acceptable distance, adequate space, and practical means of exchanging 
opinions. These conditions can hardly be satisfied even in theory, to say nothing 
of a real socio-historic context. The impossibility of satisfying these conditions 
has brought out various issues in Athenian democracy. To put it simply, there is a 
gap between real democracy and what democracy means — which is also how 
the forms of modern democracy came about, whether those forms are favorable 
or not.  

In the modern political community, the division of deliberation and 
administration is the division of power, which derives not from democracy but 
from aristocracy or the mixture of monarchy and aristocracy. The latter has 
flourished, driving indirect democracy while both adopting and developing the 
division of labor into the separation of the three powers — not only the 
legislative or deliberative power and the executive, but also the executive and 
judicial. The independence of the judiciary in direct democracy is different from 
that of the judiciary in indirect democracy. In the former, if the judiciary should 
be independent, then it would be exactly the opposite of the principle of the 
people governing; in the latter, it becomes an indispensable instrument and 
system by which the people can check and balance their trustees. If this 
instrument is viewed as a part of democracy, then the concept of democracy 
needs to be redefined.  

The difficulty of understanding modern democracy lies in the effort to justify 
such an indirect and representative institution as government by the people, since 
in this institution the people do not participate in direct governance: in the 
legislative organ, or the executive, or the judicial, all is governed by a minority. 
In such an institution, the ideal function of people, as citizens, lies in choosing 
representatives to replace them in carrying out legislative and executive 
responsibilities. As compared to the original meaning of democracy, this 
institution is not the people’s rule at all, but rule by those entrusted with power 
by the people. Schumpeter makes the extreme statement that “Democracy 
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means only that the people have the opportunity of accepting or refusing the 
men who are to rule them” (Schumpeter 1975, p. 287). He even eliminates the 
significance and relationship of representation from modern democracy. 
However, in this way, Schumpeter is faced with a fundamental question: what 
is the difference between democracy and non-democracy? Since the ruler can 
simply deny people the power of accepting or refusing him, we may ask: if rule 
is wholly the prerogative of the ruler, then why is this unnecessary move even 
made? This question opens up the key to comprehending representative 
democracy as democracy.  

Different from ancient Greek democracy, modern democracy in the process of 
development has always gained comprehensive and robust support from theories 
based on social contracts. These principal elements are keys to comprehending 
modern democracy. First, all human beings are born equal and free — in literal 
terms, this does not sound very different from the Aristotelian statement; 
however, as previously stated, when freedom is interpreted as basic rights and 
liberties, and equality means everyone shares these rights fairly, democracy 
obtains a substantial foundation and is fundamentally restricted. Second, a 
political community is not a natural product, but is rather established by bonds. 
Government is a product of bonds as well, formed by the power transferred from 
the people in order to protect every citizen’s rights and liberties. Furthermore, 
based on the same reasoning, the people delegate legislative, executive and 
judicial powers to specific agencies while still keeping ownership of these 
powers, and hence of sovereignty. This delegation is technical, not political, and 
the collective “rulers” are not a fixed group but rather an unspecified group. 
Every citizen has the same entitlement to rule, with the leaders among them 
being selected by the people. It should be emphasized that the liberties and rights 
of the people can be represented by no one, and instead can only be exerted by 
the people themselves. Such a justification is regarded by many as metaphysical 
and non-positivistic, and hence out-dated. However, in theory and in belief, it is 
the only general and far-reaching proof of modern democracy. Third, theories of 
this kind hold that the fundamental contract, which is acknowledged by every 
member of the community, is the ultimate source of all powers; this contract and 
contracts based on it have the same bond to every member of the community. 
The core of constitutionalism is the shared contract, no matter how it is reached 
and whether or not it is empirically unanimous. Naturally, modern democracy 
has other theoretic pillars; many of these have proposed criteria and conditions 
for empirical judgment, which have never converged to a consensus and which 
are at best descriptively meaningful and lacking the value of a universal 
justification. 

Therefore, the core elements of modern democracy are citizens who share 
equally in mutually-compatible basic rights, serve as the final decision-makers 
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on the community’s constitution, choose whom to be entrusted with legislative 
and executive powers, stand in the same social stratum as the trustees of 
legislative and executive powers, and wield final veto over the present 
government. Though the sovereignty of the people is a general and abstract 
principle, it is fundamental and vitally significant in keeping the ultimate power 
in the people’s hands; hence, this ultimate power is not once-off, and cannot be 
changed into once-off power. That is to say, people cannot consent to transfer 
sovereignty permanently to a person or a group of people, even if this decision is 
perfectly in conformity with democratic procedures. It is possible in practice that 
people give up their sovereignty through a technical procedure in democracy, but 
theoretically it is self-contradictory.  

Now, we can understand that the rule of the majority in decision-making and 
many other procedural principles in modern democracy are not fundamental but 
derivative principles, the validity of which is based on the above-mentioned core 
elements, and whose purposes are to facilitate, implement, and fulfill those 
elements as far as possible. For example, the long puzzled-over question of how 
citizens are defined cannot be solved by any specific empirical conditions, but 
can only be derived from general principles without discriminating among races, 
religions, genders, and properties. Under such criteria, the majority of citizens in 
a real society is no longer an issue, or we may think that any empirical criterion 
is ultimately rooted in such criteria.  

What is the goal of democracy? This has been a long obsessed-upon question, not 
so much because people cannot propose a well-defined goal as because people can 
propose too many goals, which frequently conflict with each other. This is because as 
far as a political community is concerned, any institutional design for a specific 
purpose would certainly sacrifice another equally specific goal, while neither could 
obtain irreplaceable and unique legitimacy: such goals may include “prosperity” and 
“strength,” even if both are worth pursuing under certain circumstances. Therefore, 
though democracy has its goal(s), they are neither specified nor rooted in the political 
community as a whole, but in everyone in general within the community. This is 
everyone’s self-determined life in fair and stable settings, which is related to another 
feature of democracy: namely, the process through which the people or each citizen 
learns to be self-determined individuals. If this issue can be regarded as the extension 
of democracy’s general end(s), then it can also be interpreted as another layer of 
democracy’s end(s). However, “end” here should not be interpreted as something 
static, but rather as a dynamic notion. Hence what follows is of deeper significance: 
namely, the people, or citizens or individuals, are not developed beings, but 
developing beings. This conclusion leads to the literal-minded analysis of democracy 
presented in the beginning of the essay. Democracy is interpreted here as the people’s 
government, not the people’s rule, precisely because people are self-determining 
agents in such a political action. 
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