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On Democracy Ancient and Modern:

What is Democracy Seen from a Historical Perspective

ABSTRACT

Scholars in social science hold different opinions on questions concerned
with democracy. For example, what does democracy mean? What is the role for
democracy in a political system? Even in such fundamental questions there has
been no consensus in the academic circle. In this paper, the author has given his
own response to such controversy from a historical and comparative point of
view.

As we all know, till now there has been two periods in human history when
democracy has been set in motion, one in ancient Greece, especially in Athens..
the other in modern world, beginning in Europe and America in late eighteenth
century, and spreading all over the world today. While the ancient democracy
used in this paper stands for the former constitution, the modern democracy
refers to the latter.

Some trends are discerned in classical Athens which contribute to the rising
of the Demos. The ancient regime dominated by the Eupatridai, which means the
well-born, falls inte ruin when crisis has risen and gone out of control. After
oligarchia and tyranny has been offered in vain as a way out, people find there is
no other possibility but to accept everyone participating in public aftfairs of the
polis as equals. But till now it has still not been called demokratia, but isonomia,
since the Euparridai still takes a crucial role in decision-making through the
council of Aeropogos. It is not until the 462BC that the Demos robs the Aeropagos
of its power. Almost at the same time, the main offices in the polis are chose by
lot instead of by election, and the system of payment is introduced in order to
make up for the unequal situation of the poor. And that is what the ancient
thinkers called democracy, which means rule by demos, alternation in office and
measures for the benefit of the poor.

And in modern Europe, we can find similar trends which leads to the rising
of the Demos. The ancient regime comes into great crisis, and there are many

choices for power elite to do with such trends. Thinkers who agree with the



liberal strategy, which prevails in English-speaking countries, come to know that
it is avoidable for the demos to come into the political sphere, and it is advisable,
they think, to accept it and have it coexistent with liberty and rights. But what
they have done has threatened to change the meaning of democracy, and when it
comes to the elitist theorists in the twentieth century, such changes do take place
and democracy means only election, which stands opposite to the ancient
meaning.

Such revision is abandoned in this paper, and the author don’t think it bring
much advantage. The original meaning of democracy can be kept untouched,
though the practice and evaluation can be different. Modern politics can’t be
called pure democracy, especially judged by its institutions, but we can find it
existing out of the establishment, embodied in all kinds of social movement. And
the necessary tension between the establishment and the democracy out of the
establishment can expiain the secret of modern politics.

As far as Chinese politics is concerned, there have been ﬁmny lessons to
learn in the twentieth century and a lot of work to do in the future. And the most
important we can learn from the western experience is to keep the establishment
from within and the force for change from without, which exhibits the power of

people, in a dynamic balance.

Keywords: ancient democracy, modern democracy, democracy, democratization,
demos, isegoria, performance culture, liberalism, elitist democracy, social

movement.
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