
Introduction

This little book tries to make the case for the centrality of what Aristotle 
called “the politeia” and contemporary political scientists call “the regime” 
in any attempt to have a science of politics. For the past decade, I have 
been engaged in an effort to clarify the concept of sovereignty, its origins, 
and its evolution in the history of political thought. The concept of sov-
ereignty is a modern one that, nevertheless, can trace some of its origins 
from the nature and character of medieval kingship. Sovereignty plays 
a central role in how the modern state operates in the world, as well as 
playing a key role in the relations among nations.

Now many scholars dealing with the issue of sovereignty have 
not been happy to accept this idea as a product of the medieval era and 
instead have sought to find its origins in Greek political thought, if not 
in the politics of the Greek polis. All too often they try to connect it with 
the concept of the kryos, or the politeuma. This has been assisted by the 
trend from the 17th century on to translate polis as “state” or “city-state.” 
I took up this issue in my earlier book, Aristotle’s Best Regime (Bates 2003, 
17-26). And I agreed that it is anachronistic to do this because the very 
nature of the state, a concept created by Machiavelli and perfected by 
those following in his footsteps, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Kant, Hegel, 
et al., is fundamentally different from the concept of the polis. It is true 
that both the polis and the state are instruments of political community, 
but the state is the modern one with the modern philosophical assump-
tions about nature’s defectiveness and the need for man to conquer it, 
while the polis is the ancient one with the ancient, classical philosophical 
assumption that nature is the ground that not only sustains the life of 
man, but also scopes out the potentialities of man’s excellences (a.k.a the 
virtues of man).

But my eureka moment came when I realized that the state’s rela-
tionship may not be at the level of the political community, i.e, its body, 
but may instead be in its form; that the state is the tool that gives form 
to the modern political community; and that those who say that Machia-
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velli is silent about Aristotle’s politeia [a.k.a. regime or constitution] and 
speaks instead of “new modes and orders” and coins the concept of la 
stato [a.k.a the state] may be missing what old Nic (that is Machiavelli) 
might have done. We scholars might have noticed his bait and switch, 
but we may have missed that which was, in fact, switched. That the con-
cept of the state, la stato, might be not the new political body, but in fact 
that which gives form to and life to that political body. That the state, is 
Machiavelli’s replacement for the Aristotelian concept of the politeia [the 
regime].

So the contrast is not between the polis and the state, but between 
the politeia and the state, between the two tools that give shape to or form 
to the political community. But we have then a problem with what Hob-
bes and others do with Machiavelli’s state—for they make it the body pol-
itic, the collective will of the body politic. What Machiavelli understood 
to be the tool that would give shape to the political order and give it life, 
became for Machiavelli’s successors the whole of the political order—that 
is to say it shifts from being an instrument in the creation of the whole 
to being the whole itself. For these later thinkers the state is the very body 
politic, itself. Thus the state becomes the form of the political community 
in modern political thought.

So the conceptual contrast is not between the state and the polis, 
but between the state and the concept of the politeia, the regime. And 
the point of contention is not then the question of naturalness of the 
Ancient form (the polis) versus the conventionality of the modern form 
(the State), but rather the difference is the fact that the state—being an 
act of will and willing of the one who brings it to being and as a willed 
thing—its form is generally unitary and its whole is united as one (or 
ought to be, if healthy and strong) versus a whole that emerges out of 
discrete and even heterogeneous parts which might come together and 
share a life together but are not truly one united whole. The politeia (or 
the regime) is that which brings together the parts that form the given 
political community—but those parts remain, in fact, discrete parts. 
Thus any concept of the “general will” would be alien to the character 
of the politeia (regime) and because of that the politeia allows for a much 
more dynamic understanding of both the nature and the workings of the 
political community.

This book will first look at the nature of the political community 
and it then shows the central role that the politeia or the regime (as many 
modern political scientists would today label the term) plays in giving 
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the political community its form, its shape, and its character. Then after 
an examination of Aristotle’s treatment of the concept, we turn to a how 
this critical concept is increasingly marginalized in the study of poli-
tics. And finally we will turn to the attempt of political scientists in 
the mid-20th century to re-create a concept or framework that will allow 
observers of political behavior to capture the dynamic nature of politics 
and how those attempts all end up falling short of what Aristotle already 
had given the students of political science with his treatment of the poli-
teia or regime.

centrality.indd   9 1/27/2017   4:38:27 AM


